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Abstract 
 
 This dissertation is a response to current justice-thinking that emphasizes fairness, 
equality and autonomy but neglects the internal aspects of justice – its character as a 
virtue. By not attending to the heart of justice, I argue, this thinking reduces justice to an 
anemic concept that is ineffective in promoting flourishing. Thus, I suggest an affective 
and relational approach to justice that grounds justice in love and the pursuit of right 
relations. The Augustinian doctrine of rightly ordered loves and modern Catholic social 
teaching provide the foundation for my account. 
Chapter one examines the liberal accounts of John Rawls and Susan Moller Okin, 
and the postmodern-pragmatist account of Richard Rorty, arguing that these accounts – 
representative of current justice-thinking – are impoverished because, broadly, they hold 
inadequate views of selfhood. Chapter two explores Augustine’s account of the relation 
between love and justice, which inheres in right order and is apparent in the pursuit of 
right relationships. This account turns on Augustine’s view of human nature: human 
beings are rational, volitional, affective, relational creatures, who are called to love. 
Chapter three reckons with Augustine’s predestinationism and support of religious 
coercion, as well as Hannah Arendt’s rejection of love (especially the Augustinian kind) 
from political life, emphasizing the relationality and moral psychology of Augustine’s 
account to defend it against charges that it is too exclusivist, interior or paternalistic to be 
relevant to secular politics. Chapter four offers Augustine’s thinking on rightly ordered 
loves and right relations as a positive contribution to contemporary justice discourse. I 
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develop this account in light of Catholic social teaching, focusing especially on human 
rights, responsibilities and the common good. Finally, chapter five suggests what 
engaging in right relations might mean for Christian political activity, relying heavily on 
H. Richard Niebuhr’s account of responsibility, and I compare this with liberal and 
postmodern perspectives. 
This dissertation, then, offers a holistic and authentically human framework for 
thinking through contemporary justice issues. It provides an important corrective to 
liberal and postmodern views of justice that focus solely on the rights of autonomous 
individuals, by maintaining that justice inheres in rightly ordered loves and the pursuit of 
right relationships.
 
ix 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This project has developed out of my own internal struggle to reconcile the 
theological virtue of love with the political virtue of justice. Determining the relationship 
between the two, and the way in which my actions can or should reflect this relationship, 
has been the focus of much of my research, and much of my moral development. This 
dissertation will explore the account of love and justice that I take to be most satisfying – 
namely, an Augustinian Catholic account that maintains the two virtues as inextricably 
interconnected. 
 While this project did originate from personal questions, the view of love and 
justice that I will advocate has vast implications for contemporary society. Based as it is 
on Catholic theology, this account is likely to attract a primarily Christian audience, and I 
will address the implications it has especially for Christian activity in political life. I hope 
to demonstrate, however, that this account offers important insights for considerations of 
justice even within secular dialogue. Of course, if love and justice are inseparable, we 
must ask how love, a virtue dependent on grace, can be viewed as a necessary feature of 
justice in a secular society, and further, whether an account that does view it as necessary 
can be relevant in any practical sense of the term. My answer will be based on a broader 
view of justice that entails an account of human nature and flourishing, including but 
surpassing a purely political concept of justice. I will advocate a return to a classical 
understanding of the virtue of justice, in its teleological and relational conception.  
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 It is my sense that the virtue of justice is disappearing – that this virtue, in its 
classical sense, is being replaced by vague notions of fairness and equality. Indeed, there 
is a resistance to any conception of virtue that is grounded on a specific view of human 
nature or maintains that human beings have a telos. Today, we are encouraged to set our 
own values and forge our own paths in life, with no regard for traditional standards. 
Love, truth and justice are thought to be far removed from one another, and they are 
becoming increasingly relative. Justice, it seems, has become synonymous in public 
opinion with tolerance and equal rights, as if the essence of justice is simply the freedom 
and means of individuals to pursue their own ends. This outlook, though, fails to consider 
the eudaimonic aim of justice and its necessary relation to other virtues – particularly, 
love.  
Our culture is becoming one of uncritical tolerance, in which talk of truth and 
morality is unpopular, if not taboo. Enlightened minds tend to reject truth claims as 
judgmental, unkind, coercive and unjust. Without such claims, however, virtue is reduced 
to an anemic concept that is ineffective in promoting the flourishing of human beings.1 
Talk of justice that lacks a foundation of truth and love is shortsighted and superficial – 
shortsighted because it tends to focus on the protection of individual rights without 
understanding the corresponding necessity of pursuing right relationships, superficial 
                                                 
1 Cf. Peter Kreeft, who puts it well when he writes that “we have reduced all the virtues to one, 
being kind” (Back to Virtue: Traditional Moral Wisdom for Modern Moral Confusion [San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 1992], 32, originally published as For Heaven's Sake [Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 
1986]). 
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because it demands the external appearance of equality without regard for internal 
commitments and motivations.  
In this dissertation, I will argue for a more robust understanding of justice, 
grounded in love and aiming at right relations. I will offer a teleological and relational 
account of human nature that finds the linchpin of flourishing to be love, which both 
tempers rigid judgmentalism and stimulates care for others as we work toward achieving 
right relations. Justice, in its full sense, finds its roots in this love; but, without justice, 
love cannot endure. The Augustinian doctrine of rightly ordered loves and modern 
Catholic social teaching will provide the groundwork for my argument. I will mine these 
accounts to support my position that true love and the desire for right relations must 
motivate the pursuit of justice: justice cannot be present apart from rightly ordered (i.e. 
true) loves.  
Catholic social teaching offers critical insights for approaching these issues that 
enrich the impoverished views of justice of today. By emphasizing the mutually 
constitutive relationship of rights, responsibilities, and the common good, Catholic social 
teaching provides a way in which to pursue, and use, equal rights with dignity, so that 
they contribute to achieving justice and facilitating peace. This account builds a 
framework for developing a just social order that is grounded in Augustine’s theology of 
rightly ordered loves, but develops that account according to a more contemporary 
outlook. Considering justice in this way enables us to incorporate the many facets of 
justice (including its affective and psychological aspects) and to advocate a holistic 
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justice that facilitates peace. In the cacophony of voices calling for an end to injustice, 
this Augustinian Catholic account resounds with a clear and powerful note: justice is not 
only the protection of equal rights or opportunities; it is the achievement of right 
relations. It is my contention that this holistic understanding of justice grants my 
Augustinian Catholic account particular import in current justice discourse. 
 To get a sense of the popular perspectives of the day that resist this account, we 
need only go for a drive and observe the bumper stickers proclaiming with postmodern 
wisdom that “love is my religion,” and patronizingly lecturing the Christian, “you keep 
believing, we’ll keep evolving.” These bumper stickers – silly examples, perhaps – 
represent what I take to be a rapidly spreading, profound shift in moral language and 
understanding, in which truth lies simply in the progressive pursuit of peace and 
solidarity, and love is no more than an empty platitude.  
People are yearning for something more liberating and fulfilling than the rigid 
moralism of the past, but popular efforts to transcend such moralism have resulted in an 
unfulfilling and unsustainable paradox: they dismiss notions of moral absolutes, while 
simultaneously advancing claims of absolute rights and dignity and striving to create a 
society in which all people live in harmony, believing whatever their own consciences 
recommend, and acting according to their own desires – with no judgment from others, 
just loving acceptance. Without a firmer foundation upon which to build theories of 
human relations, however, these lofty ideals are vapid. Without a strong conception of 
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human nature, let alone a human telos, the pursuit of justice, solidarity and freedom 
cannot succeed.  
Many Christians, in an effort to make Christianity appealing and relevant in this 
age, advocate an insipid ethic of Christian humanism that does not censure any but the 
most horrific acts (and, ironically, is offended by the beliefs of those who hold a less 
anthropocentric worldview). The ordinary sins (if I may use such a condemnatory label) 
that, according to a firmer Christian ethic, hinder human flourishing, are condoned under 
the pretense of love. Somehow, belief in absolute truth has come to be viewed as contrary 
to love by many Christians and non-Christians alike; and this is a troubling state of 
affairs. Love, surely, is at the heart of Christianity, but we need a more substantial 
definition of love than what is at work in popular culture. If Christians truly want to 
facilitate justice and solidarity through love, we must uphold a moral standard that is 
more robust than a bumper sticker slogan.  
On the other hand, there are also Christians who do adhere to an ideal of absolute 
truth, but they live by an ethic that fosters hostility and does not uphold the dignity of 
their fellow human beings or community – we could find many bumper stickers to 
capture these views, as well. These Christians I also take to be acting on impoverished 
(and so, in fact, false) notions of love and justice. Those who advocate fundamentalist 
views of justice are equally subject to the criticisms in this account, as will become 
apparent. Love and justice must be united in truth, and those who divorce love from 
justice, or vice versa, fail to uphold either good. 
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 In this dissertation, I will advocate an account of love that adds substance to the 
thinking of the day. I will argue that truth must be united with love if it is to lead to real 
justice and peace. It seems clear to me that as our conception of truth becomes more 
relative, and as our morals become more relaxed, we become increasingly dissatisfied 
and confused. It seems equally apparent that the more rigid and perfectionistic we are, the 
more individualistic and arrogant we become. It is my aim to demonstrate that 
philosophies that either find indiscriminate tolerance and uncritical “love” to be the 
means of attaining justice and solidarity, or that maintain a strict and uncharitable view of 
justice, lead human beings to hold distorted, alienating and devaluing views of the self 
and its relationship to others. While love, as the Beatles tell us, might be all we need, our 
love must be grounded in truth.2 
This project, then, will demonstrate the critical contribution an Augustinian 
Catholic account of justice makes to contemporary notions of justice, as well as some of 
the particular insights it can lend to approaching current ethical issues. In my view, an 
insufficient aim for justice and inattention to internal motivations have led to deficient 
modern views of justice, which lead to hostility, derision and dissatisfaction, rather than 
peace. Equal rights are sought and used simply as excuses to participate equally in a 
culture of injustice; the highly-cherished and transformative rights are demoted to 
insignificant and hollow permissions. To rectify this, we must broaden the scope of our 
                                                 
2 I am reminded of Ernest Fortin’s description of “the absurdity of life once the horizon of human 
values from which it derives its meaning has been negated” (Political Idealism and Christianity in the 
Thought of St. Augustine, ed. Robert P. Russell, The Saint Augustine Lecture Series [Villanova, PA: 
Villanova University, 1972], 2). 
Introduction 
xv 
 
understanding of justice, so that we understand it to require active participation in all 
areas of our lives as we work toward achieving right relations.  
I take my account to be instructive for modern culture insofar as it can give 
substance to the calls for justice and peace that are insubstantial because they have no 
direction or aim beyond equality and personal liberty. Without recognizing a deeper goal 
for justice beyond the mere attainment of equal rights or equal opportunities, efforts made 
in pursuit of fairness and equality do little to rectify the vast injustices embedded in our 
culture; without the appropriate motivations, justice cannot be achieved.   
Plan 
I will begin in chapter one by examining contemporary accounts of justice, 
specifically the liberal accounts of John Rawls and Susan Moller Okin, and the 
postmodern-pragmatist account of Richard Rorty. My focus in this chapter will be to 
portray their respective views of human nature, as well as to draw out the implications 
those views hold for seeking political justice. Because I take elements of each of these 
ways of thinking to be ingredient to popular moral sensibilities, highlighting both the 
insights of these views and the ways in which they are impoverished will create space for 
my Augustinian Catholic account to contribute to justice discourse.  
 In chapter two, I will lay the groundwork for my account by exploring 
Augustine’s theology of love and grace, which is reflected in his views of human nature 
and the human telos. I will emphasize, here, five features of human nature that form the 
foundation of Augustine’s account – i.e. on his view, human beings are rational, 
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volitional, affective, and relational creatures; and I will do this in light of his teleological 
account – i.e. that human beings are called to love. Insofar as love and justice are 
interdependent, on Augustine’s view, working through Augustine’s understanding of 
human nature and end in this way will set the stage for his account of justice that his 
grounded in love and attends to all facets of the human person. 
 Chapter three, then, will develop Augustine’s account of love and justice, 
focusing on the implications of that relationship for political activity. In chapter three, I 
will show that Augustine’s teleological argument for human flourishing and rightly 
ordered loves is not opposed to liberal-democratic practices by addressing two potentially 
problematic areas of Augustine’s thought – namely, his support of religious coercion and 
prevenient grace. Securing Augustine’s place in contemporary justice discourse requires 
a defense of his stance on these issues that reckons honestly with their implications and 
their place in his broader theology. This chapter also will include a dialogue with Hannah 
Arendt concerning the necessity (or opposition) of love to political justice. 
With this groundwork in place, and Augustine’s seat at the round table secured, I 
will move in chapter four to discussing the merits of an Augustinian view of justice. To 
that end, I will explore the accounts of contemporary Augustinian thinkers Jean Bethke 
Elshtain and Eric Gregory as I paint a picture of the ways in which Augustine’s thinking 
on rightly ordered loves and right relations can be brought to bear in political activity and 
political institutions. Then, I will develop this account in light of Catholic social teaching, 
which, I argue, deepens the discussion insofar as it provides more specific guidelines for 
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acting justly. I will identify the ways in which Catholic social teaching finds its roots in 
Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered loves, and I will explore the view of right 
relations this account puts forth. Here, I will emphasize the position Catholic social 
teaching takes regarding human rights, responsibilities and the common good, because it 
is this position that I find to be the most constructive contribution to justice discourse.  
Finally, in chapter five, I will put my Augustinian Catholic account in dialogue 
with the liberal and postmodern views of Rawls and Rorty. I will address three primary 
areas of my account to which Rawls and Rorty would object, and I will answer their 
objections, while demonstrating the ways in which my account satisfies their critiques, 
fulfills their own hopes for justice, and surpasses their aims in favor of a more holistic 
embodiment of justice. In chapter five, it will become clear what engaging in right 
relations might mean for Christian political activity, and I will explore this in light of H. 
Richard Niebuhr’s account of the responsible self, which, I argue, holds much in common 
with Augustine’s view of selfhood. 
Scope 
 Before beginning, I want to map out the boundaries of this project. There are 
myriad sources I could use for this argument, but, as I mentioned above, my primary 
focus will be on Augustine and Catholic social teaching. Augustine’s theology of rightly 
ordered loves will serve as the foundation of my account, and his theories of the self and 
human relations will come into play as well. I find threads of this account woven into 
Catholic social teaching, so I will develop these themes according to a more modern 
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understanding of human beings and society. I will work chiefly within the primary 
sources, but I will use supplementary materials as needed.  
  Because my account will be based on Augustine’s theology and Catholic social 
teaching, my research will include only such sources as are necessary for developing this 
view, particularly as I attempt to demonstrate its relevance and significant contribution to 
current justice discourse and political life. I will not attempt to reference all (or even 
most) theories of justice or accounts of love to show their deficiencies or compatibility 
with my view; rather, I will discuss only those that I see as having the most direct and 
illuminating points of comparison with this Augustinian Catholic view. 
Aim 
 Beyond the obvious goal of presenting a coherent and compelling argument for a 
holistic model of justice that facilitates right relations, my aim in this project is two-fold: 
first, I wish to show that Catholic teaching is meant to facilitate flourishing. While it is 
often viewed as archaic and oppressive, Catholicism, when understood and applied 
appropriately, offers a rich view of human nature that supports social progress and 
affirms the dignity of all. In showing this, it will become apparent that the view of 
flourishing advocated in this account provides a stable and relevant alternative to the 
relativism of our culture, while successfully promoting justice and self-actualization. 
 Secondly, and relatedly, I hope it becomes clear that it is incumbent upon 
Christians to act upon this view of flourishing – that Christian political activity must be 
motivated by the desire for right relations. While Christians ought to advocate their 
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morals in the public realm, they must do so in ways that are neither judgmental nor 
permissive. Instead, Christian political life ought to be engaged such that love for God 
and others is illumined as an edifying, unifying, encouraging force that facilitates justice 
and peace. 
 Following Augustine, then, “My purpose is to make clear the great difference 
between their hollow realities and our hope … and to do this not merely by appealing to 
divine authority but also by employing such powers of reason as we can apply.”3
 
 
  
                                                 
3 Augustine, City of God, ed. David Knowles (1467; repr., Harmondsworth, UK: Pelican Classics, 
1972), XIX.1. 
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Chapter 1: Rawls, Rorty, and the “Schizophrenia of Modern Culture”4 
 
The relationship between love and justice is a point of much contention in 
philosophical discourse. Generally speaking, however, justice is upheld as the guiding 
principle of public relationships,5 while love is relegated to private and personal activity.6 
Shin Chiba informs us that “love is a primary theological and ethical virtue; it is rarely 
considered a political virtue;”7 while justice, Rawls avers, is “the first virtue of social 
institutions.”8 The two virtues, then, would seem to have an indirect connection, at most, 
insofar as the first inheres in the private realm and individual persons, while the latter is 
the foundation of political life. I argue, however, that the public-private or personal-
political dichotomies are ill-suited for considerations of the manifestation of these virtues. 
                                                 
4 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance: Christian Belief and World Religions, trans. 
Henry Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 141. 
5 In this chapter, it will suffice for justice to be understood as something like the standard 
definition of each person receiving his or her due. This definition is closely aligned with the accounts of my 
interlocutors, although each has a slightly different take on it. Note that I will underscore the distinction 
between justice as a virtue, which entails the moral-psychological aspects of giving others their due, and 
the procedures of justice, which address only the circumstances of doing so. I will expand on the link 
between the two, and, hence, on the definition of justice, in the following chapters.   
6 It will be helpful, here, to identify the features of love that inform my argument. There are too 
many distinct accounts of love and loving to engage with them all, so I have chosen to work off of 
Augustine’s view of love, primarily because his account of rightly ordered loves forms the foundation of 
my argument, but also because I take it to resonate most authentically with the human experience of loving. 
On Augustine’s view, love should be understood as an affective movement of the will in the pursuit of and 
attachment to value. Love has both affective and intellectual features, and it is both active and passive. It is 
accepting, but it is not stagnant. Love attends to the beloved’s holistic and particular value, and it 
encourages the beloved to be herself more fully. Through love, the lover is made vulnerable; the lover 
accepts new aspects of selfhood as the consequence of loving. When love is rightly ordered, love allows us 
to be fully ourselves because it anchors us in the eternal love of God, so we can love and be loved in a way 
that affirms who we are, while inviting us to be more. This view of love is, of course, contested, but, I 
argue, it is helpful in considering what an ethic of right relations should look like and thus affects political 
interactions as much as private relationships. I will develop this account in chapter two.  
7 Shin Chiba, “Hannah Arendt on Love and the Political: Love, Friendship, and Citizenship,” The 
Review of Politics 57, no. 3 (Summer 1995): 505. 
8 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, orig. ed. (1971; repr., Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2005), 3. 
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I maintain that love and justice are inseparable – love must include justice, and justice 
must be motivated by and implemented with love. Thus, love and justice are two distinct 
virtues, but they are inextricably bound together in such a way that one never obtains 
without the other.  
Before I flesh out that argument, however, it will be helpful to examine 
contemporary accounts of justice, with an eye toward their conceptions of human nature 
and their admission or rejection of love in political activity. I have chosen a modern 
liberal (Rawls) and a postmodern pragmatist (Rorty) as my primary interlocutors because 
I see popular moral sensibilities to be undergoing a transition from a modern worldview 
to a postmodern one. Importantly, this transition is reflected in a transformation of the 
concept of justice.  
Justice long has been associated with a concept of right order.9 Plato, for example, 
defined justice as the right order of the polis, in which all members of political life 
perform their roles with optimal skill and in perfect harmony with others.10 However, this 
political justice is made possible, on his view, through an internal justice that maintains 
the right order of the soul in which the passions are made subject to reason.11 Although 
the notion of right order has been developed and refined to account for changing 
conceptions of human nature, philosophers up to and including modern liberals have 
                                                 
9 Note that in Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008), 
Nicholas Wolterstorff has identified this as just one of the two most prominent strains of justice theory, the 
other being based on inherent rights, rather than order. 
10 Cf. Plato, Republic IV, 433a-e, trans. G.M.A. Grube and C.D.D. Reeve, in Plato: Complete 
Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997). 
11 Cf. Ibid., IV, 441c-e. 
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subscribed to a view of justice as intimately connected with order. With the coming of 
postmodern sensibilities, however, there has been a fundamental shift in considerations of 
justice. The traditional understanding of justice as order has been rejected as part of a 
“grand meta-narrative,”12 which oppresses and suppresses human beings. The 
postmodern view thus posits the priority of disorder in maintaining the uncertain and 
subjective space for self-actualization. It is only within the chaotic space of relativistic 
and perspectival truths, on this view, that justice can be found. 
I should note at the outset that my aim in this chapter is not to scrutinize every 
facet of these frameworks, nor to provide a complete narrative of the development of 
justice in political liberalism and postmodern thought. While this choice might cause 
some readers to view my argument as incomplete, the theme of this project is not political 
theory, per se, and focusing too much attention on the topic would distract from my 
larger purpose, which is to offer an account of justice and love that will supplement the 
deficiencies I find in contemporary justice discourse. In this chapter, then, I will provide 
a brief examination of these influential views of justice, specifically as I see them 
reflected in popular moral sensibilities, and I will direct attention to those areas that are 
impoverished or incoherent. Doing so will highlight the features of these accounts that 
are deficient, thereby carving out the space for my Augustinian Catholic view. 
                                                 
12 Cf. Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), xxiv, originally published as La Condition Postmoderne: 
rapport sur le savoir (n.p.: Les Editions de Minuit, 1979). 
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Rawls and Rorty, then, will serve as my primary dialogue partners in this 
dissertation. Rawls, because I take his to be the seminal view of justice of contemporary 
liberalism, and, as such, a fair representation of liberal thought. It will become apparent 
that although Rawls associates justice with order, he has neglected a critical aspect of 
right order – namely, the importance of internal order (i.e. the personal virtue of justice) 
to a well-ordered society. Despite the aim of achieving a well-ordered society, the justice 
advocated on this liberal model does not demand order all the way down. Rawls’s focus 
on principles of justice over against the virtue of justice makes his account impoverished 
and weakens his notion of order.  
As a supplement to this discussion, I also will engage with Susan Moller Okin’s 
account of justice in Justice, Gender, and the Family. Her view is influenced by Rawls, 
but she speaks to specific and practical issues concerning justice and rights, particularly 
those of women and children. Okin provides an important voice in the argument that 
principles of justice should be applied to private life – specifically, the family – as well as 
to the public realm. Indeed, as Rob Reich notes, “More than most scholars, it is actually 
easy to identify her legacy. After Okin, it is no longer possible for political philosophers 
to write without considering the position of the family and the place of women in a 
political theory.”13 Even her expanded idea of procedural justice (i.e. the right order of 
the family), however, does not incorporate considerations of internal order or 
relationships (except as they occur between genders). Examining her account will draw 
                                                 
13 Rob Reich, “Introduction to Symposium: The Work of Susan Moller Okin,” Theory and 
Research in Education 4, no. 1 (March 2006): 7. 
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out more explicitly the problematic implications of liberalism’s bifurcation of procedural 
justice from the virtue of justice. 
Rorty will represent the postmodern view that altogether rejects the notion of 
order – metaphysical, natural, or otherwise. On this view, there is (purportedly) no “grand 
meta-narrative” – no universal truth or comprehensive theory of human nature. The 
postmodern account of justice is premised not on order, which would entail such a meta-
narrative, but on the insistence that, due to the absence of order, human beings are 
validated in having their own conceptions of the good, and they deserve the space to 
create and pursue their own ends. The use of Rorty in this section might strike some 
readers as an odd choice, since pragmatism and postmodernism are not at all 
synonymous. On my view, however, Rorty’s postmodern pragmatism is an interesting 
counterpart to modern liberalism, particularly as Rorty holds liberal democracy to be 
(currently) the social construct most conducive to facilitating his goal of solidarity.  
I take these thinkers to be representative of their respective traditions, and both of 
them together to constitute the primary elements of the hodge-podge morality that is 
evinced in popular moral discourse. There is a prevalent moral sensibility today that leads 
people to reject any claims to an inherent human nature because they desire the freedom 
of self-creation and expression, while paradoxically demanding the absolute human right 
to that self-actualization. In the transition from modern to postmodern moral sensibilities, 
moral commitments are chosen arbitrarily from what is viewed as a smorgasbord of 
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moral values, with no thought to what makes a particular value valuable.14 I will 
demonstrate in this chapter that this morality – and the politics derived from it – is 
inherently self-defeating. 
1.1 Modern Liberalism à la Rawls 
 
For Rawls, justice is “the first virtue of social institutions.”15 Rawls advocates the 
view of “justice as fairness,”16 and he defines the just (i.e. well-ordered) society as one 
that is “not only designed to advance the good of its members but … is also effectively 
regulated by a public conception of justice.”17 Lest anyone accuse him of grounding his 
account on any particular transcendent notion of “the good” that is to be advanced, Rawls 
makes sure to emphasize that “the successful carrying out of just institutions is the shared 
final end of all the members of society, and these institutional forms are prized as good in 
themselves.”18 For Rawls, then, justice entails the ordering of political life according to 
                                                 
14 For more on this moral-philosophical confusion, see T. William Boxx and Gary M. Quinlivan, 
eds., Public Morality, Civic Virtue, and the Problem of Modern Liberalism (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), especially Peter Berkowitz, “Liberalism, Postmodernism, and 
Public Philosophy,” 154-170; and Daniel J. Mahoney, “The Moral Foundations of Liberal Democracy,” 24-
39. 
15 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 3. 
16 Ibid., 11. 
17 Ibid., 5. 
18 Ibid., 527. Interestingly, Rawls claims that “the dominant end of a teleological theory is so 
defined that we can never finally achieve it and therefore the injunction to advance it always applies. ... The 
principles of justice, on the other hand, represent more or less definite social aims and restrictions” (A 
Theory of Justice, 566). However, it seems to me that because current institutions do not mediate or reflect 
the justice Rawls advocates, to reinvent them according to Rawls’s ideal would be a practically 
insurmountable undertaking. The “injunction to advance” the end of just institutions, then, is not as 
definitely achievable as Rawls seems to think; the end is simply not as lofty as most teleological ideals. To 
my view, this makes Rawls’s rejection of transcendent notions of the good in the ordering of a just society 
ultimately ineffective. Susan Mendus explains that “cultivating and endorsing the sense of justice as a 
regulative desire is a way (in fact the only way) of expressing that nature [i.e. of being free and equal 
rational persons] and thus of realizing our good. However, the argument has appeal only for those who 
concur in thinking of themselves as essentially free and equal rational beings. But to think of oneself in this 
way is to favour a comprehensive, and highly controversial, conception of the good” (Susan Mendus, “The 
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public principles. As David Reidy notes, “Justice as fairness is a, perhaps the most, 
reasonable means to our reasonable end of realizing and maintaining as free equals 
mutually intelligible and justifiable political relations. For this end, of course, there is no 
argument. There is just the power of a picture – a picture, reasonable to be sure, of what 
we are and what we might be.”19 
The ordering of society that Rawls advocates is based on an understanding of 
human beings as free, equal, rational and social. To develop and maintain a well-ordered 
society, then, it is necessary to institute principles that affirm and protect these 
characteristics.20 For Rawls, this can be done only when people engage in political 
decision-making with a commitment to this end. On his view, people must leave aside 
their individual conceptions of the good, along with their personal inclinations and 
dispositions, and formulate principles of justice entirely out of concern for what will 
secure and uphold the freedom, equality, rationality and sociality of themselves and their 
fellow persons.  
Rawls thus posits the notion of the “original position,”21 which encourages 
citizens to adopt principles on the basis of public reasons, or reasons they would accept as 
                                                 
Importance of Love in Rawls's Theory of Justice,” British Journal of Political Science 29, no. 1 [January 
1999]: 64). 
19 David A. Reidy, “From Philosophical Theology to Democratic Theory: Early Postcards from an 
Intellectual Journey,” in Blackwell Companions to Philosophy: A Companion to Rawls, ed. Jon Mandle and 
David A. Reidy, Blackwell Companions to Philosophy (Oxford, UK: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), 28. 
20 My primary critique of Rawls concerns his failure to incorporate other important elements of 
selfhood into his theory of justice – namely, the affective and relational components. It will become clear 
that I take “social” and “relational” to denote two different sets of considerations – the social feature of 
human beings seems to indicate a desire to interact with others and to form communities, while relationality 
suggests a deeper, more intimate, identity-constitutive connection to others that is independent of activity 
or institutions. I will expound on this relational view of selfhood as we proceed. 
21 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 118. 
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just from behind a “veil of ignorance.”22 As Rawls writes, “We should ensure … that 
particular inclinations and aspirations, and persons’ conceptions of their good do not 
affect the principles adopted.”23 In the original position, the parties “must choose 
principles the consequences of which they are prepared to live with whatever generation 
they turn out to belong to,”24 and whatever race, sex, class or creed they happen to 
embody.  
Here, one of my primary critiques of Rawls arises. On my view, Rawls’s 
conception of public reasons that are stripped of reference to personal ends (so that any 
rational person should be convinced by those reasons), serves to denigrate the identity 
and perspective of the individual person. John Rist nicely captures this point when he 
writes, “Only if we take possession of (and do not merely construct) such an individual 
telos, are we more than interchangeable moral units … and thus capable of fully agent-
relative morality. Moreover only then … shall we be more than an accidental bundle as 
we continue our passage through life.”25 Rather than facilitating meaningful discourse in 
which each person’s reasons are valued precisely because they are deeply rooted in a 
person’s individual personality, Rawls’s public reasons make political discourse an 
exercise in codependency instead of cooperation.26  
Joshua Cohen and Thomas Nagel argue, 
                                                 
22 Ibid., 136. 
23 Ibid., 18. 
24 Ibid., 137. 
25 John M. Rist, Real Ethics: Reconsidering the Foundations of Morality (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 68. 
26 Hannah Arendt has much to say on this subject, albeit in a slightly different context, and I will 
turn to her in chapter three. 
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The idea [proposed in Rawls’s undergraduate thesis] that ethics is fundamentally 
a matter of ensuring appropriate interpersonal relations rather than pursuing 
ultimately desirable ends has close affinities with Rawls’s later view that 
principles of justice are not founded on an account of the good to be pursued but 
specify fair terms of cooperation among free and equal persons.27  
 
I argue, however, that the necessity of using public reasons to articulate one’s personal 
reasons for acting is alienating, suppressive, and incompatible with an understanding of 
“appropriate” – i.e. rightly ordered – relationships (and, thus, with a well-ordered or just 
society).28 In that relationships depend upon recognizing and affirming the distinctive 
otherness of those with whom one relates – for unless this is so, forming a relationship is 
simply an act of power, an act of possessing the other and subsuming the other under 
one’s own identity29 – modes of discourse that reject the bases for these distinctions 
cannot be the bases of a well-ordered society. 
Regardless, Rawls argues that when political decisions are made according to this 
model, social institutions will become apt facilitators of justice, and this will alleviate the 
burden of justice on individual persons. As Rawls puts it in “The Basic Structure as 
                                                 
27 Joshua Cohen and Thomas Nagel, introduction to John Rawls, A Brief Inquiry into the Meaning 
of Sin and Faith: with “On My Religion”, ed. Thomas Nagel (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 10. 
28 Christopher Insole would disagree, claiming that “preparedness to withhold religious reasons in 
the public square is itself an act of witness arising from humility, [a] sense of common complicity in sin, 
and the giving of all glory and judgment to God alone” (The Politics of Human Frailty: A Theological 
Defense of Political Liberalism, Faith in Reason [London: SCM Press, 2004; Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2005], 63). While I agree with Insole on this point, it seems to me that he gives 
Rawls too much credit: being prepared to articulate public reasons is very different from denying the 
relevance of the particular life views of one’s fellow persons and ignoring their contribution to the 
dynamism of political discourse. As Jean Bethke Elshtain counters, “theologically grounded discourse and 
arguments from which theology is expunged should contend as interlocutors in the public arena, enriching 
and challenging one another. The more robust the absorption of complex theological understanding into 
civic discourse, the more nuanced will be that discourse” (“How Does – or Should? – Theology Influence 
Politics?,” Political Theology 5, no. 3 [2004]: 273). These are examples that concern religious 
commitments, but I think the point is clear. 
29 More on this in chapter three. 
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Subject,” if the division of labor between the basic structure of institutions and the rules 
for individual action is successful, “individuals and associations are then left free to 
advance their ends more effectively within the framework of the basic structure, secure in 
the knowledge that elsewhere in the social system the necessary corrections to preserve 
background justice are being made.”30 In other words, Rawls views justice as, most 
importantly, a political principle, and the personal virtue of justice he attempts to make 
superfluous to a just society.31 Liam Murphy explains that Rawls’s “division of labor” is 
meant “to take the business of securing justice off people’s plates in their day-to-day 
lives.”32 
I take this to be problematic because, first, since institutions are not autonomous 
entities but are formed and maintained by people, institutions necessarily mediate and 
reflect justice through the agency of individual persons. The virtue of justice, which 
maintains the internal right order of a person, then, also would be a necessary condition 
for the development of principles of justice enacted in the public realm to create a well-
ordered society.33 Murphy puts it well when he claims that “all fundamental normative 
                                                 
30 John Rawls, “The Basic Structure as Subject,” in Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), 268-269. 
31 As Robert Solomon explains, this is a relatively novel move (cf. A Passion for Justice: 
Emotions and the Origins of the Social Contract [Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 
1990], 11-12). 
32 Liam B. Murphy, “Institutions and the Demands of Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 27, 
no. 4 (1999): 258. 
33 This is not to say that social institutions are not distinct from their members – that they are 
reducible to the individuals who constitute them. As Wolterstorff and others have pointed out, this 
reductionist view, while common, is generally considered untenable (cf. Wolterstorff, Justice in Love 
[Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011], Kindle Edition, Location 1914). I 
mean only to suggest that in the formation and maintenance of social institutions, the individuals involved 
are responsible for upholding justice, which requires that they themselves possess some sense of justice. 
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principles that apply to the design of institutions apply also to the conduct of people.”34 
Secondly, justice will not come about through just institutions alone – to claim that it will 
is to severely limit the notion of justice. People themselves must be just in order to ensure 
that justice extends beyond the merely political to include internal and interpersonal 
activity. 
While Rawls does acknowledge the good of possessing a just disposition, and he 
claims that people in an ideal society most likely will develop such a disposition,35 he 
does not want to make the development of the virtue of justice normative or necessary for 
the principles of justice in society. Rawls explains that he relegates the cultivation of a 
disposition of justice to “a person’s good,” as opposed to “the right,” so that “tendencies 
to instability are kept in check if not eliminated.”36 In other words, relying on people to 
cultivate the virtue of justice cannot ensure social or political justice. As Stanley Bates 
puts it, “Rawls does not want to rely on any moral sentiments to influence participants in 
the original position in choosing the principles of justice.”37 This seems right to me. I 
would add, however, that a system of justice that does not attend to the contribution the 
virtue of justice makes to achieving a just society is impoverished.  
Rawls does admit that “however attractive a conception of justice might be on 
other grounds, it is seriously defective if the principles of moral psychology are such that 
                                                 
34 Murphy, “Institutions and the Demands of Justice,” 251. 
35 Cf. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 490. 
36 Ibid., 513. 
37 Stanley Bates, “The Motivation to Be Just,” in Philosophy of Rawls: Moral Psychology and 
Community, ed. Paul J. Weithman (New York: Garland Publishing, 1999), 82. 
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it fails to engender in human beings the requisite desire to act upon it.”38 Edward 
McClennen explains: “A well-ordered society is an indispensable common means to 
personal ends. A well-ordered society presupposes a stable consensus on principles of 
justice. There can be no stable consensus on principles of justice unless the principles 
agreed upon have the capacity to engender their own psychological support, that is, to 
engender a sense of justice.”39 On McClennen’s view, Rawls’s understanding of the 
connection between the affective motivations of people pursuing justice and their rational 
commitments go hand in hand. He writes: 
The capacity of a particular conception of justice to engender a sense of justice – 
and thus its own psychological support – is essential to its capacity to serve as a 
fundamental charter for a well-ordered society, and hence to be the object of a 
rational (if abstract) consensus in the original position. But, in addition, a sense of 
justice is something that it is rational for the representative person to want to 
affirm in his own life.40 
 
If McClennan is right in this, it would indicate some understanding of the importance of 
the affective function of human beings; however, the focus seems to attend more to the 
stability of a well-ordered society on the justice as fairness model than to the justice of 
the affections themselves.  
For Rawls, it seems, a sense of justice is upheld as a good only insofar as it 
motivates citizens to uphold the (rationally discovered) procedures of justice; it is not 
upheld as being itself a function of justice. It may be true that Rawls conceives of justice 
as procedural fairness that is facilitated by and helps to create a sense of justice in 
                                                 
38 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 455. 
39 Edward F. McClennen, “Justice and the Problem of Stablility,” in Philosophy of Rawls: Moral 
Psychology and Community, 144. 
40 Ibid., 145. 
 Chapter 1: Rawls, Rorty, and the “Schizophrenia of Modern Culture” 13 
 
individuals, but it seems clear that he fails to incorporate this view of moral psychology 
and interpersonal relations under the umbrella of justice, except insofar as they help to 
maintain just social institutions. While he is right to insist that the development of a sense 
of justice is necessary but not sufficient for the stability of a well-ordered society, he does 
not go far enough. A sense of justice is not simply a good for individuals and a necessary 
stabilizer for a just society; a sense of justice serves to order society all the way down – 
i.e. it includes moral psychology and interpersonal relationships as full constituents of 
justice. 
Perhaps, though, the question of whether people in an ideal society would develop 
just dispositions is irrelevant. It is unclear to me, in the first place, how the ideal society 
is to come about at all. Rawls approaches his theory from the standpoint of strict-
compliance to the ideal,41 but there are significant pitfalls in this approach. It is 
precarious to assume that persons in a nonideal community would possess the disposition 
to justice that would be necessary to reorder society into one that is just. Cohen and 
Nagel note that on Rawls’s view, “what attaches people to those [just] institutions … is 
not self-interest but an allegiance to principles of justice founded on respect for one 
another as equals.”42 I am not convinced, however, that it is reasonable to expect people 
to possess this allegiance and respect, prior to their formation in an ideal society, without 
also claiming that people ought to work toward cultivating the virtue of justice.  
                                                 
41 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 9. 
42 Cohen and Nagel, introduction to John Rawls, A Brief Inquiry, 14. 
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While it may be true – or, reasonable to believe43 – that people in an ideal society 
would be willing (not to mention able), due to respect for their fellow human beings, to 
articulate reasons for action from the standpoint of the original position, people raised in 
a nonideal society are not formed by the justice as fairness model that would produce this 
desire to engage in such decision making, or to cultivate appropriate moral sentiments. 
These parties would be disordered even in their attempts to achieve the well-ordered 
society. As Murphy reminds us, “An acceptable theory of justice must have acceptable 
implications for both ideal and nonideal theory.”44 This, I argue, is one reason why an 
account of the virtue of justice should be understood as directly affecting the justice of 
society. 
Leaving aside the question of whether it is ever possible or desirable for people to 
make decisions without reference to the experiences that have formed their senses of self, 
it is a mistake, I think, to assume that people of a nonideal society would embrace fully 
these demands of justice and practical reason, prior to participation in an ideal society. As 
Murphy writes, “None of us will ever live in a society where all people fully support and 
comply with the principles of justice, not even via an overlapping consensus.”45 One 
implication of this should be the recognition that to ignore the importance of the virtue of 
justice in facilitating a just society neglects a critical element of human psychology – 
                                                 
43 As Reidy notes, for Rawls, “truth is not the primary currency of practical reason. Practical 
reason aims at reasonable means to reasonable ends,” and this is just to say that “as reasonable means to the 
reasonable end of rendering mutually intelligible and acceptable the relations given or established by our 
noncontroversially competent moral judgments, moral principles are, on his view, reasonable rather than 
true” (“From Philosophical Theology,” in Blackwell Companions to Philosophy, 19). 
44 Murphy, “Institutions and the Demands of Justice,” 278. 
45 Ibid., 279. 
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namely, that human beings act according to their values, and their values are significantly 
informed by their culture and society (as Rawls himself acknowledges).46  
If a person’s values are disordered, then, she will not support, necessarily, the 
development of just institutions in the pursuit of a well-ordered society; and the disorder 
of a nonideal society will never be transformed sufficiently without the efforts of those 
with just dispositions. Paul Weithman argues that “The Rawls of [A Theory of Justice] 
thinks that part of what moves us about the ideal of a well-ordered society is that it is a 
social world in which … we conduct ourselves as free equals and thereby rise above ‘the 
contingencies and accidents of the world’ (TJ, 503).”47 However, it seems to me that we 
must be moved by much more than this rational desire for autonomy if we are to build an 
ideal social world; our affective and relational identities must be engaged in the pursuit of 
justice, as well.48 
                                                 
46 Cf. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 514-515. I will return to this point in chapter five. 
47 Paul Weithman, “Does Justice as Fairness Have a Religious Aspect?,” in Blackwell Companions 
to Philosophy, 47. This is, of course, a reflection of the Kantian influence on Rawls, but I should note that I 
disagree with the notion that it is ever possible to “rise above the contingencies and accidents of the world,” 
as these play a constitutive role in our sense of self and, hence, our values and reasons for acting. For more 
on this, see, for example, Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy 
and Philosophy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1986); and Bernard Williams, Moral Luck 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981). I do not wish to take up this argument, here, but I 
will return to it in chapter five. 
48 McClennen argues that Rawls, in fact, makes this claim – that Rawls invites people in a 
nonideal society to “adopt an arrangement whose stabilizing effect comes through its impact on their 
attitudes. To achieve a well-ordered society, they are required to take steps that will result in a 
reconstruction of themselves as purposive beings – a transformation of their affective ties to one another 
and hence of their final ends” (“Justice and the Problem of Stability,” Philosophy of Rawls: Moral 
Psychology and Community, 144). However, I think this misses the point (besides being a far too generous 
reading of Rawls). Insofar as Rawls maintains that the cultivation of a personal sense of justice does not 
intrinsically affect whether a society satisfies the requirements of justice, it is impossible to determine 
whether the “transformation of affective ties” facilitates justice. There must be a more robust understanding 
of moral psychology and interpersonal relations if this account is to advance a holistically just, and not 
simply a procedurally just, society. In other words, cultivating a sense of justice ought not to be advocated 
for the sole purposes of achieving one’s own good and motivating the stability of just institutions – a sense 
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Insofar as Rawls’s theory of justice is meant to provide a rational means by which 
the freedom and equality of human beings can be protected and affirmed, I take it to be a 
brilliant model. However, while he wants his principles of justice to be in the service of a 
well-ordered society, his definition of order is deficient. Because Rawls fails to maintain 
a normative account of moral psychology, the justice he advocates is itself untenable, 
and, further, it does not affirm personhood in its fullness, or right relations between 
persons. Rawls advocates a just, because well-ordered, society, but these deficiencies 
sabotage his account. Because he rejects conceptions of internal and interpersonal justice 
in favor of public and political justice, Rawls presents an impoverished notion of a well-
ordered society. 
On my view, a well-ordered society is worth pursuing only when one is 
committed to the flourishing of one’s fellow human beings, which includes abiding in 
right relations. Without this commitment, the just principles of society may be present, 
but the relational and psychological aspects of human beings are excluded from the 
sphere of justice.49 Rawls’s account, then, is impoverished and, as I will show, it would 
                                                 
of justice is an intrinsic factor in the justice of society as a whole. Without it, justice is superficial. (This 
argument will become clearer in section 1.1.1, below, in my discussion of Susan Moller Okin.) 
49 Interestingly, in Rawls’s early thought, he does hold community and right relation as primary 
goods. In fact, he rejects Augustine explicitly for holding a “naturalist” view that, he thinks, cannot account 
for these goods. Rawls writes: “Naturalism is the universe in which all relations are natural and in which 
spiritual life is reduced to the level of desire and appetition. I believe that naturalism leads inevitably to 
individualism, that it cannot explain community and personality, and that it loses the inner core of the 
universe. Since this manner of thought has been prevalent in the West since Augustine we are proposing 
more or less of a ‘revolution’ by repudiating this traditional line of thought. I do not believe that the Greek 
tradition mixes very well with Christianity, and the sooner we stop kow-towing to Plato and Aristotle the 
better” (A Brief Inquiry, 107); further, he argues, “God is not just a satisfying object of supreme 
desirability. Nor can personality and community be explained in naturalistic terms. … All naturalistic 
thinkers have completely missed the spiritual and personal element which forms the deep inner core of the 
universe” (120). My reading of Augustine is more optimistic and nuanced, so I disagree with Rawls’s 
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be much enriched by incorporating elements of Augustine’s moral psychology of love 
and justice, particularly as they relate to well-ordered interpersonal activity and 
conceptions of selfhood.  
1.1.1 Okin’s Rawlsian Feminism 
 
I turn now to Okin’s account of justice in Justice, Gender, and the Family, in 
which she offers a critique of – and remedy for – gender oppression and discrimination in 
modern society.50 Her account is an indictment of culturally (and philosophically) 
developed and maintained gender myths, and she proposes a remedy for the oppression 
brought about through them. Okin criticizes contemporary theories of justice for failing 
to address the pervasive inequalities of our current (and historical) political institutions. 
This failure, she claims, is primarily a result of the unfair bifurcation of the private and 
the public spheres,51 and it serves to perpetuate the culture of oppression, making even 
the most apparently just schemas inadequately suited to rectify the current injustices, or 
even wholly unjust. Because Okin advocates specific practices and policies that derive 
from a feminist adaptation of Rawlsian liberalism, examining the policies she advocates 
for the purpose of securing gender equality will illuminate the problematic implications 
of a liberal framework that fails to account for internal and interpersonal order. 
                                                 
analysis. Still, it is interesting that these concepts of community, spirituality and personality are somewhat 
attenuated in his mature thought. 
50 Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender, and the Family (New York: Basic Books, 1989). In this 
section, all subsequent references to this source will be cited in text by page number. 
51 Note that for Okin, the private realm is political (111), and I take this to be an insightful addition 
to the liberal account of justice.  
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Okin describes a “major ‘justice crisis’ in contemporary society arising from 
issues of gender” (7), where gender is defined as “the deeply entrenched 
institutionalization of sexual difference” (6). She argues that there is a cyclical effect of 
gender inequalities in the public and private spheres – i.e. gender inequality in the home 
perpetuates gender inequality in the political realm, and vice versa; and she demonstrates 
that these inequalities are the cause of deficient opportunities – economic, social and 
occupational – for women and children. In that the family is the seedbed for virtue (or 
vice), Okin argues, the injustices of our current familial and political structures must be 
rectified if we are to break the cycle of oppression and help our children to develop into 
moral agents with a sound sense of justice. On her view, the only way to address this 
crisis is to eliminate the concept of gender, which must begin with a profound 
restructuring of family life so that both paid and unpaid labor contributions are equally 
distributed and valued within it (4).  
Okin indicts influential modern thinkers for their implicit, and unfair, assumption 
that “workers have wives at home” (5), which, she argues, actually grounds their 
accounts of justice and moral development. On Okin’s view, this assumption makes 
current theories of justice impoverished and incoherent. She focuses most intensely on 
the accounts of Alasdair MacIntyre, Michael Walzer, Robert Nozick and Rawls, taking 
each to task for the inherent gender inequalities perpetuated by their conceptions of 
justice.  
Concerning MacIntyre and Walzer, Okin writes that their “contextually based 
theories, building on the prevailing ideologies of male elites, lack moral force because 
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their neglect of domination leaves the rest of us deprived of a voice in the construction of 
morality” (72). Okin argues that Walzer’s account does have some redeeming elements – 
e.g. his insistence that inequalities within different spheres of distribution ought not to 
dominate, or lead to inequalities, in other spheres. MacIntyre, however, she wholly, and 
heatedly, rejects as grounded in “the most misogynist and elitist”52 of patriarchal 
traditions (72). Okin dismisses Nozick as “absurd and inconsistent,” claiming that he 
ignores the implications of an account grounded in “the notion that one owns what one 
produces,” insofar as “only women have the natural capacity to produce children” (76). 
Finally, Okin criticizes Rawls for assuming traditional gender roles in familial 
institutions, and for neglecting altogether to address the gender inequality in families 
(108). However, Rawls is, on her view, by far the most helpful theorist for developing an 
account of justice that is capable of eliminating the cycle of gender inequalities – 
specifically when one takes his “original position” to include members of both sexes 
(ibid). 
Okin concludes this invective by proposing policies and practices that, she thinks, 
will be effective in breaking the cycle of gender inequality and oppression. To counteract 
the cyclical effect of dominance inherent in the public and private sectors, Okin argues 
                                                 
52 Catholic – particularly, Augustinian – Christianity is one of MacIntyre’s primary traditions (the 
other being Aristotelian), so Okin weaves criticisms of Catholicism throughout this work. Her favorite line, 
which she quotes at least twice, is that Catholic social teaching relegates women to either “motherhood or 
celibacy” (15, 41). However, this reading of the encyclical Mulieris Dignitatem was propounded by the 
New York Times, and it is the Times that Okin cites, rather than the encyclical itself. I hope it will become 
clear in this dissertation that this is a misreading of that encyclical, insofar as it is motivated by a 
misunderstanding of the attitude of Catholicism toward women, in general. While the Catholic tradition 
does maintain that motherhood entails specific responsibilities to children at home, it also emphasizes the 
necessity of discernment in choosing to take on that role, and emphatically supports the equal participation 
of women in political life. See, for example, Gaudium et spes §50-52 and Laborem Exercens §9, §19. 
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for changes that go beyond such obvious measures as married couples equally sharing the 
paid and unpaid work of the household and refusing to reinforce gender differences in the 
minds of their children (171). Okin recommends formal policies to protect women and 
children in their institutionalized vulnerability. By adopting these, she argues, this 
gender-related vulnerability can be eradicated (170-186).  
These policies include direct government subsidies for enrollment in high-quality 
day care, as well as mandates requiring employers to grant parental leave to both parents 
during post-birth months and to provide on-site day care. Okin also proposes that parents 
ought to be allowed to work less than full time during their child’s first year of life, and 
flexible hours until the child is seven years old. In addition, she maintains, all of these 
allowances ought to be made without negative repercussions to the salary, status, or 
advancement opportunities of the parent-employees. Okin goes on to argue that schools 
should make every attempt to equalize the numbers of male and female administrators 
and teachers to avoid reinforcing stereotypical gender roles, and that instruction 
concerning gender inequalities should be part of every curriculum. Furthermore, “schools 
should be required to provide high-quality after-school programs, where children can 
play safely, do their homework, or participate in creative activities” (177). Okin also 
advocates alimony and child support payments that would continue “to the point where 
the standards of living of the two [post-divorce] households were the same” (179).  
These policies, Okin argues, would decrease the vulnerability of women and 
children by ensuring that women could participate equally in the professional workforce, 
and that the current unpaid work of women would not be overlooked in the estimation of 
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society or when economic distribution of marital assets becomes necessary in the event of 
divorce. In that they would enable women (and men) to share equally political and 
familial power, labor and opportunities, these requirements also would facilitate a vastly 
more just society since considerations of gender would play an absolutely minimal role in 
the power structure. By restructuring politics and families with these safeguards in place 
to ensure equality, society would move closer to Okin’s ideal (171).  
Insofar as political theories and social structures have reinforced the oppression of 
women through the ages, there must be a comprehensive restructuring in order to assist 
women in sharing equally the political influence of men. It is not enough simply to grant 
women theoretical opportunities; the opportunities must be there in practice, as well. 
However, Okin’s solutions to this problem, which capture the prevalent approaches of 
today, will fail to facilitate true justice, however gender-equal the ensuing society may 
be.  
Given Okin’s focus on equality, and her use of Rawls to ground her account, it is 
reasonable to say that she subscribes to the view of “justice as fairness.” Unfortunately, it 
seems to me that her ideal society is one of disordered values. It focuses too sharply on 
distributive justice over social justice, with an eye toward society’s obligations to an 
individual at the expense of an individual’s responsibilities to others. While Okin’s 
solutions might bring about equality between the sexes, they will only compound the 
unjust context within which the sexes participate.  
In other words, Okin seems to think that because society is the way it is, with such 
focus on self-fulfillment and power, the way to make it just is to ensure that everyone is 
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equally able to grasp at power – to claim for him-or-herself the opportunities to which all 
are entitled. She does not consider that perhaps this untrammeled desire for power is 
itself unjust, regardless of whether we make the opportunities for its satisfaction “fair;” 
perhaps our focus is misdirected, and justice would be better served if people were to 
adjust their end goals away from the acquisition of power and toward right 
relationships.53 Her account would make society fair, indeed, but it still would be far 
from just.  
The pieces of Okin’s account where this is most apparent involve her discussions 
of marriage and childcare. For example, Okin makes numerous references to the 
necessity of women holding a viable exit option or some form of leverage in a marriage 
(138, 146), to even-out the marital “power structure” and to protect women in the (not 
unlikely) event of divorce (32, 172). However, it seems to me that her view denigrates the 
marriage vows to mere platitudes, and, thus, ultimately will be unsuccessful. 
When a person enters into a marriage determined not to let family life change his 
or her individual life plans, or to make sacrifices that benefit the family for fear of 
missing personal opportunities, it is clear that he or she is acting with the wrong 
motivations. It seems to me that the suggestion that women (or men) should enter into 
marriage with an eye toward their “leverage” and “exit power” is ill-founded, and it 
would be more conducive to Okin’s purpose to maintain that a woman only should marry 
when she finds a spouse who views her as his equal and who is fully committed to 
                                                 
53 That is, relationships that are grounded in something more than pure self-interest and that stem 
from rightly ordered loves. I will flesh out the concept of right relationships in the following chapters. 
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helping her to flourish through their partnership.54 One should be motivated to participate 
in a partnership that requires sacrifice and compromise to facilitate the family’s 
flourishing, because one understands one’s own flourishing to be united with the 
flourishing of one’s family. 
Also, Okin recommends day care and after-school programs that enable both 
parents to work while someone else tends to their children, with the implication being 
that all families ought to take advantage of this option.55 Here, we can see that her 
argument is internally inconsistent: Okin suggests a restructured society in which 
children spend the majority of the day away from their parents, while her work is 
premised on the assumption that the family is the most important ground for the 
cultivation of virtue. I agree with this assumption, so, I argue, while state-mandated day 
care programs could be an important option when both parents choose to work outside 
the home, they are not necessarily ideal for the moral development of children. This is 
not to say that both parents working outside the home is, prima facie, less than ideal. 
There are many factors – beyond economic – that should be duly considered when 
                                                 
54 Okin would respond that she hopes that marriages will be premised on such commitments, but 
that justice must be the primary virtue to protect vulnerable women in the event that their marriages go 
awry (135). This seems right to me: in a fallen world, people never will live up to ideals, so policies must 
be in place to maintain justice when failures occur. However, Okin’s insistence on leverage and exit power 
seems only to exacerbate the problem by completely undermining the essence of marriage and making it, at 
its core, a simple power struggle. Again, this is not to say that exit options are unnecessary – indeed, in 
many instances they are life-saving. My point is simply to note that Okin advocates misguided motivations 
that also perpetuate the cycle of domination insofar as they aim only toward individual success, rather than 
the development of right relations. 
55 I wish to stress at the outset that I am not indicting Okin’s suggestion, here – assistance with 
child care would be a great step toward rectifying the systemic injustices perpetuated by a political 
structure designed with the thought that, as Okin puts it, “workers have wives at home” (5). Rather, I am 
taking issue with her assumption that women (or men) ought to take advantage of this option if they are to 
contribute maximally to society. 
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deciding how to structure the individual family. However, setting up a society with the 
sole purpose of preventing mothers from having to “change the whole course of their 
lives” for the sake of their families,56 will reinforce to children that justice simply means 
the right to satisfy personal desires; that rights are meant to be used to attain personal 
power, without thought to their contribution to the development of right relationships.  
These points exemplify the distorted view of self-fulfillment and autonomy that 
Okin’s account would exacerbate in society. Insofar as spouses are to think of their 
relationship in terms of an equal “power structure,” and parents are encouraged to defer 
the majority of their children’s care to others for the sake of a successful career, Okin’s 
suggestions fail to capture the heart of human relationships or the full extent of justice. 
Equality in such an individualistic society will not lead to human flourishing since it is 
not maintained by a desire for right relations, but by a lust for power. Again, justice, on 
this view, is short-sighted and superficial. 
 In that Okin’s account is aimed toward the restructuring of social institutions, it 
seems that it would have been easy enough to call for foundational values such as marital 
love, respect and commitment, and parental selflessness. Okin advocates gender equality 
to protect women and children in the event of divorce, for example, and calls this justice, 
but she does not address the foundations of society that cause the injustices, regardless of 
the extent to which the sexes have equal opportunity to participate. While the policies and 
                                                 
56 Okin claims that women are much more likely to “change the course of their lives” for their 
families (32), but it seems to me that this fails to recognize the way in which parenthood is a hugely 
important, freely chosen, identity-constitutive part of one’s life course – not a bi-product of life, but integral 
to it. (I use gender-neutral language here to demonstrate my view that men should be equally willing to 
alter their life plans for the sake of the flourishing of their family and its members.) 
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practices she recommends would make political life fair, they would not get at the heart, 
as it were, of injustice. For that, a much more robust account is needed.  
1.2 Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth – Rorty’s Postmodern Pragmatism 
 
 Before I move to develop such an account, I turn now to Rorty’s pragmatism to 
explore the postmodern component of the contemporary moral paradox. Rorty claims that 
his pragmatist worldview “does not view knowledge as a matter of getting reality right, 
but rather as a matter of acquiring habits of action for coping with reality.”57 He wants to 
move away from philosophical metaphysics and epistemology in favor of, on his view, 
more enlightened, practical and relational knowledge. Rorty attempts to dissolve notions 
that reality and morality have some transcendent property that makes them true, positing 
instead that truth is more explanatory than obligatory, and morals more descriptive than 
normative (III, 200). This account sets up new terms for a debate about truth and morality 
in which those concepts suggest rules for action based on social development, but cannot 
be invoked as definitive justification for such rules.  
 In that there are goods to be upheld – primarily, solidarity – the view is not 
relativistic, per se. Rather, Rorty’s pragmatism demands the incorporation of new ideas 
into one’s worldview so as to facilitate solidarity through free and open thought. On this 
account, ever-evolving thoughts and ideas about actions and policies will, in practice, 
lead to human flourishing and solidarity. Firm belief in absolute truth is rejected because 
                                                 
57 Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth: Philosophical Papers (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), I: 1. In this section, all other references to Rorty will be taken from this 
source and cited in text by part and page number. 
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it is thought to be unable to adjust to the needs of the particular time and culture, and is 
viewed as narrow-minded and detrimental to social progress (III, 192).  
 As I take it, three primary issues are at stake in this account: first, the validity of 
the claim that transcendental truth is unknowable and, as such, belief in it is impractical, 
unhelpful and small-minded; second, whether a pragmatist account truly does avoid the 
pitfalls of relativism and can facilitate constructive dialogue and social progress; and 
third, whether the actions suggested on such an account will be successful in forming a 
more cohesive society than would develop by adhering to a morality grounded in a notion 
of transcendental truth.  
 Rorty gets at these issues by limning a “picture of inquiry as the continual 
reweaving of a web of beliefs, rather than as the application of criteria to cases” (I, 26). 
On this picture, he hopes, conceptions of truth and morality will develop out of dialogue 
that proliferates rather than converges (I, 27), so that “human progress” is seen as 
“making it possible for human beings to do more interesting things and be more 
interesting people, not as heading towards a place which has somehow been prepared for 
humanity in advance” (I, 28). Rorty wants us to reweave our beliefs to facilitate cultural 
solidarity in light of what we actually know; and he suggests that “we think of our sense 
of community as having no foundation except shared hope and the trust created by such 
sharing” (I, 33). From these foundational claims, we can derive Rorty’s response to the 
three issues noted above. 
 Rorty’s explication of the first issue regarding the nature of truth and its effect on 
human progress is really quite simple. While he bolsters his argument with discourses 
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about, for example, philosophy of language and interpretation, his conclusion boils down 
to this:  
… An alternative account of the nature of intellectual and moral responsibility. 
[The pragmatist] is suggesting that instead of invoking anything like the idea-fact, 
or language-fact, or mind-world, or subject-object distinctions to explicate our 
intuition that there is something out there to be responsible to, we just drop that 
intuition. We should drop it in favor of the thought that we might be better than 
we presently are (I, 41). 
 
By recognizing that there is no objective truth ordering human activity, Rorty argues, one 
can do away with the empty struggle of justifying transcendental beliefs. Then, one can 
focus on developing a web of beliefs, woven from empirical and experiential knowledge, 
“that will eventually receive unforced agreement in the course of a free and open 
encounter with people holding other beliefs” (ibid).  
 Here, we see one implication of Rorty’s emphasis on solidarity over objectivity (I, 
39), which provides the impetus for moral action. Considering “free and open encounters, 
and the kind of community which permits and encourages such encounters,” Rorty 
suggests that “‘the quest for truth and goodness’ is simply the quest for that kind of 
community” (I, 43). Thus, for Rorty, to say that one is seeking “truth” is merely a way of 
saying that one is reweaving one’s beliefs on the basis of encounters with others and their 
beliefs (I, 110). 
 Rorty’s defense against criticisms of moral relativity is, paradoxically, based on 
this denial of objective truth. Because, on his view, the pragmatist account adjusts the 
terms of debate “from a methodologico-ontological key into an ethico-political key” 
(ibid), Rorty can hold that that which contributes to a more unified, non-coercive society 
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is good, including especially the “free and open encounters” that enable human beings to 
assess and reweave their webs of beliefs. He claims that “to suggest that we can forget 
about ... being responsible to what is ‘out there,’ is to suggest that human communities 
can only justify their existence by comparisons with other actual and possible human 
communities” (I, 42).  
 Thus, Rorty maintains that the elimination of discourse concerning some 
metaphysical, transcendent good, and the focus on communal solidarity, do not imply 
that there are no moral standards or grounds for moral evaluation (ibid). Rather, for 
Rorty, this view requires human beings to reweave their webs of belief continuously as 
they have new experiences, and to engage in persuasive discourse and thoughtful debate 
in order both to learn from and convince others about the right course of action. By 
seeking solidarity over objectivity, and eliminating considerations of ultimate truth, 
human beings can attain “an appropriate mixture of unforced agreement with tolerant 
disagreement (where what counts as appropriate is determined, within that sphere, by trial 
and error)” (I, 41). 
 On Rorty’s view, reweaving webs of belief in an effort to facilitate solidarity will 
be conducive to creating such a society. For him, notions of ultimate truth were 
developed and perpetuated within historical and cultural contexts; while we, “the heirs of 
the Enlightenment” (III, 182), have the benefit of incorporating the ethics derived from 
these notions into our webs of belief, they no longer need to be premised on any 
metaphysical account of ultimate truth or “human nature” (ibid). Instead, human beings, 
now, simply can recognize benefits to treating people with respect and bestowing dignity 
 Chapter 1: Rawls, Rorty, and the “Schizophrenia of Modern Culture” 29 
 
upon others in order to facilitate a society where all can participate in the “free and open 
exchange” of ideas. 
 On this account, moral values are grounded in “the fact that the beliefs and desires 
and emotions which buttress them overlap those of lots of other members of the group 
with which we identify for purposes of moral or political deliberations, and the further 
fact that these are distinctive features of that group” (III, 200). Morality, for Rorty, 
consists in behaviors that are thought by “lots of members of the group” to facilitate 
solidarity in particular communities in particular times; there are no universal values to 
be upheld eternally. 
 When discussing the practical implications of this pragmatist worldview, Rorty 
identifies the virtues that will be embodied in a pragmatist society. Interestingly, he finds 
that these virtues are most aptly developed within a liberal democracy (III, 219). Rorty 
focuses primarily on love and justice, claiming that “the moral tasks of a liberal 
democracy are divided between the agents of love and the agents of justice” (III, 206). 
For Rorty, love rules the province of diversity and particularity, while justice reigns over 
universality (III, 206-207).58 He explains that agents of love “insist that there are people 
out there whom society has failed to notice. They make these candidates for admission 
visible by showing how to explain their odd behavior in terms of a coherent, if 
unfamiliar, set of beliefs and desires” (III, 206). Agents of justice, on the other hand, 
                                                 
58 Note the similar designations in Rawls – justice is for the universal, political sphere; love is best 
relegated to particular, personal matters. 
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“make sure that once these people are admitted as citizens ... they are treated just like the 
rest of us” (ibid).  
 Rorty considers agents of love to be the primary facilitators of solidarity, while 
agents of justice are critical to overseeing the procedures whereby this solidarity is 
maintained. By reweaving webs of belief based on the suggestions of agents of love, the 
society and those in power gradually become more willing “to use the term ‘we’ to 
include more and more different sorts of people” (III, 207), who then can be treated fairly 
and equally as indispensable members of society’s free and open encounters. 
Recognizing that there is potential difficulty in “reconciling the demands of love and 
justice” (III, 205), however, Rorty is grateful for the ignorance of the other in human 
relations that usually “permits us to avoid this dilemma” (III, 206). “Most of the time,” 
for Rorty’s pragmatic society, “justice has to be enough” (ibid), and we do well to leave 
the “moral imagination” that spawns this dilemma to the agents of love (III, 205). 
 It is important to note, here, that Rorty extensively considers the role of language 
in rationality and belief.59 Because, for Rorty, language is as transient as anything else, it 
does not correspond perfectly to the world (I, 80), and can never be relied upon to convey 
precisely the user’s meaning. All beliefs, then, insofar as they are developed through 
language, must be understood as interpreted data that form part of one’s “web” but 
cannot remain recalcitrant. No statement can describe reality “as it is,” so we must be 
                                                 
59 Note that Rorty’s definition of “rational” itself evolves over the course of this work: pages 36-
37 (I) give an account of the pragmatist shift from the traditional understanding of “rational” as 
“methodical,” to defining it as “civilized,” while page 201 (III) defines “rational” as “persuasive.” 
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wary of interpretations that claim to get at the nature of things or essential reality (ibid). 
Rorty warns against seeing “either mind or languages as standing to the rest of the world 
as scheme to content” (I, 51).  
 In that language is the medium for interpreting and integrating knowledge, the 
fact that it is itself transient ought to give pause to those who would advocate absolute 
truth. Not only, for Rorty, is such a view impractical and stifling, it is also self-defeating 
since language – the means by which one claims to know or promote absolute truth – is 
completely dependent upon one’s cultural or historical context. As Rorty explains, “From 
a pragmatist point of view, to say that what is rational for us now to believe may not be 
true, is simply to say that somebody may come up with a better idea. It is to say that there 
is always room for improved belief, since new evidence, or new hypotheses, or a whole 
new vocabulary, may come along” (I, 23).  
 Rorty acknowledges that language, and particularly moral language, must evolve 
continually if the utopia foreseen by the pragmatist is to be realized (III, 219). However, 
in his effort to refrain from making any absolute claims regarding morality, he is careful 
to equivocate about what the future terms will be. In Rorty’s words,  
Pragmatists hope, but have no metaphysical justification for believing, that future 
universal histories of humanity will describe twentieth-century Western social 
democrats in favorable terms. But they admit that we have no very clear idea 
about what those terms will be. They only insist that, if these new terms have 
been adopted as a result of persuasion rather than force, they will be better than 
the ones we are presently using (ibid).   
  
 I have tried to give a fair representation of the pragmatist worldview. Many of the 
attributes of this moral framework are valuable – namely, its insistence on free and open 
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encounters, on non-coercion, and on viewing morality as a practical means of improving 
life by adjusting beliefs in light of acquired knowledge. These principles seem right, as 
far as they go. However, this account leaves unanswered (at least satisfactorily) some 
important questions, and, as I take it, these questions actually are unanswerable on this 
view. Insofar as the pragmatist fully rejects transcendent values and metaphysical 
language, the account is incoherent and self-defeating.60  
 For one thing, I am left wondering why a moral code developed from free 
exchange and consensus necessarily will facilitate optimum solidarity and human 
flourishing, simply because many people agree that it will do so. Surely it is possible that 
members of the minority hold views that would better serve that purpose. By this, I do 
not mean to charge Rorty with advocating a Utilitarian ethic; rather, I am pointing out 
that his sense of morality lacks sufficient support. Insofar as he views morality 
pragmatically, as that which “lots of members of the group” believe to facilitate solidarity 
(III, 200), it is possible that some few members of the group hold contrary beliefs that are 
“not moral” since they do not represent the group’s common values. Because morality, 
for Rorty, is more descriptive than normative (ibid), pragmatic morality is not a 
prescription to seek the “greatest good for greatest number” but a description of those 
beliefs that the greatest number holds.  
 It seems obvious to me, however, that we can find too many historical examples 
to demonstrate that the notion of solidarity – and the morality that derives from it – 
                                                 
60 For further discussion of why this is so, see also F.F. Centore, Two Views of Virtue: Absolute 
Relativism and Relative Absolutism (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000), especially pp. 62-67. 
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upheld by the many can exclude many possible members who should be necessary 
participants in utopian solidarity. (How long did it take for women and African 
Americans to be granted the right to vote, let alone to be taken seriously, in American 
democratic exchange?) The corrective to this exclusivity turns on a theory of selfhood 
and human nature that requires firmer grounding than what Rorty is prepared to admit, I 
think. 
 Rorty would reply that we have the benefit of incorporating knowledge of such 
examples into our contemporary beliefs (III, 200-202); but this seems rather weak. In that 
some members of those societies clearly held beliefs that would facilitate solidarity by 
including more people in free and open encounters (e.g. abolitionists in the 19th century, 
or women’s rights activists of the early 20th century), it seems absurd to say that the 
morality of the culture is good simply because it is compatible with the beliefs of the 
many in a particular culture at a given time. As Hilary Putnam has noted, “it is internal to 
our concept of reform that whether the outcome of a change is good (a reform) or bad 
(the opposite) is logically independent of whether most people take it to be a reform.”61 
Thus, he argues, Rorty cannot maintain that “our norms and standards of anything ... are 
capable of reform;” he cannot maintain that “there are better and worse norms and 
standards.”62 Rorty, Putnam charges, lacks “any meaningful notion of reforming norms 
and standards.”63 
                                                 
61 Hilary Putnam, “Richard Rorty on Reality and Justification,” in Rorty and His Critics, ed. 
Robert B. Brandom (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 84. 
62 Ibid., 85. 
63 Ibid., 86. 
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 Also, because Rorty advocates certain civic and personal virtues as means by 
which to attain his ultimate goal of solidarity, it seems to me that he suggests solidarity as 
the human telos. Here, it is fair to say that Rorty’s commitment to ethical and pragmatic 
grounds for action blinds him to his own dependence on metaphysical concepts.64 In that, 
on Rorty’s view, human beings should strive to achieve solidarity, it seems that solidarity 
itself becomes an objective ideal – a fluid, evolving one, perhaps, but an ideal to pursue 
nonetheless. 
 Along the same lines, insofar as Rorty intends to warn against moral coercion and 
the calcification of moral ideals that deny subjectivity and lead to self-alienation and 
discord, his point is well taken. However, there are religious accounts grounded in 
notions of absolute truth that also urge human beings to strive for solidarity and 
creativity, and to engage in continuous reinterpretation of received revelation, in order to 
apply moral norms appropriately to diverse situations.65 The fact that these accounts 
                                                 
64 For example, on p. 24 (I), Rorty adamantly maintains that this view of solidarity, which values 
“cooperative human inquiry,” is grounded only in an ethical account, “not an epistemological or 
metaphysical one.” However, this claim is simply false, as I will show. 
65 Clearly, Augustinian Catholicism offers what I take to be the most satisfactory account, and I 
will address this issue specifically in chapter five. I will note, here, however, that Eric Dubreucq argues that 
Augustine’s view of the self is fundamentally opposed to contemporary views of subjectivity, and it is 
improper to speak of Augustinian or Christian subjectivity: “ … Ce rapport à soi est profondément étranger 
à la figure moderne de la subjectivité. … Selon nous, il est absolument improper de parler d’une 
subjectivité augustinienne ou chrétienne, sauf à dissimuler sous l’unité du terme la différence absolue des 
idées” (Le cœur et l’écriture chez Saint Augustin: enquête sur le rapport à soi dans les 
Confessions [Villeneuve d’Ascq, France: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2003], 9). Jérôme 
Lagouanère, on the other hand, argues that the Confessions is a groundbreaking work for the philosophical 
tradition of subjectivity (Intériorité et Réflexivité dans la Pensée de Saint Augustin: Formes et genèse d’une 
conceptualisation, Série Antiquité 194 [Turnhout, Belgium: BREPOLS Publishers, 2004], 12). Indeed, for 
him, following Lyotard, the act of confessing indicates a broken, internally conflicted self, and the unique 
mode of Augustine’s Confessions is helpful in understanding the anguish of postmodern man, particularly 
as developed by Heidegger (ibid., 11. Cf. Jean-François Lyotard, La Confession d’Augustin (Paris: Éditions 
Galilée, 1998). It seems to me that both views are right, to a degree: the self conceived in Augustinian 
terms cannot be simply subjective – the self always abides in and is constituted by relationships, 
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ground meaning and truth in an ultimate reality does not, ipso facto, lead to the stunted 
progress and communal fracturing that Rorty wants to avoid. A pragmatist worldview 
that seeks the dynamic flourishing, solidarity and progress of human beings can – indeed, 
I think, must – derive from an absolute ideal. Norman Geras puts it well: “A commitment 
to progress in Rorty’s sense, the sense of a greater (and greater) human solidarity,” he 
writes, “cannot do without the kind of universalist underpinning he himself wishes to 
renounce – and nor does he do without it.”66 
 Rorty, of course, denies that this is so, claiming that this line of criticism “begs all 
the theoretical questions” (I, 42). I take it that by this, he means to reject these arguments 
as marked by a commitment to metaphysical language and a search for objective truth, 
already presupposing that there is an ideal truth toward which humanity should strive. As 
we have seen, his entire account hinges on his dismissal of such an objective notion of 
truth (and any discourse that relies on a metaphysical framework). Because Rorty rejects 
arguments that are couched in objective language, however, his conceptual baggage 
quashes his opposition immediately by making it nearly impossible for advocates of 
another view to raise objections against him that he would consider valid. In what 
follows, then, I will attempt to meet him on his own terms to uncover the areas of his 
account that in fact depend on an objective ideal.  
                                                 
particularly its relationship with its Creator. In this sense, there is some obfuscation of terms. I argue, 
however, that the objective- relational foundation of Augustine’s view actually enables authentic 
subjectivity and creative, progressive action; and this perspective allows Augustine to serve as an 
instructive dialogue partner for someone like Rorty. This will become clear below. 
66 Norman Geras, “Progress without Foundations?,” in Richard Rorty: Critical Dialogues, ed. 
Matthew Festenstein and Simon Thompson (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2001), 168. 
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 Internal to the problems I mentioned at the outset of this section is Rorty’s 
concept of the self. This view of the self must be ingredient to Rorty’s account, as 
without some understanding of what it is to be a self or an agent, no account of ethics 
could get off the ground. As Rist claims, no ethical theorist “tells us how we should live, 
what it is right to do, or what is good for us, unless he avows or assumes a thesis of what 
we are or could be.”67 Since Rorty states that “all there is to the human self is just that 
web [of beliefs]” (I, 93), it seems that his view of a “better society” (i.e. a society that is 
continually expanding the people and experiences taken seriously in the reweaving of 
webs of beliefs, in order to attain a higher degree of solidarity) turns on this notion of the 
human self as a network of beliefs (III, 207).  
 Importantly, Rorty denies that the self has any property distinct from this network. 
For Rorty, the self is “a network of beliefs and desires which is continually in the process 
of being rewoven. ... This network is not one which is rewoven by an agent distinct from 
the network – a master weaver, so to speak. Rather, it reweaves itself in response to 
stimuli” (III, 123). Selfhood, Rorty wants to claim, is purely existential – there is no 
“core self” or “inner being” that transcends the human person’s web of beliefs, no seed of 
common humanity that inherently dignifies the person (ibid). This view of the self, 
however consistent it might be with Rorty’s rejection of objectivity, is incoherent in light 
of his complete pragmatist account. There are three primary reasons for this:  
                                                 
67 Think, again, of Rist’s “accidental bundle” passing through life (Real Ethics, 68). 
 Chapter 1: Rawls, Rorty, and the “Schizophrenia of Modern Culture” 37 
 
 First, an account of personhood that holds the self to be no more than a network 
of beliefs cannot assign agency to a person in any significant sense of the term.68 To say 
that a self is merely the network of continuously reweaving beliefs – when paired with 
the rejection of any metaphysical claims about which beliefs one ought to produce from 
this reweaving – is to deny that persons have any control over the way in which their 
webs are rewoven; and this is incompatible with Rorty’s argument in favor of persuasive 
discourse. If we accept Rorty’s description of the self as a web of beliefs, then whether a 
person is persuaded is the result of a certain degree of luck and the particular way in 
which her web is woven – there can thus be no “persuasive discourse” as Rorty thinks of 
it, at least not of the kind he hopes will lead to universal solidarity.  
 When my web of beliefs attempts to reweave itself on the basis of your argument, 
there is no way to expect or advise me (as a web) to reweave in any particular way – what 
you say could cause some of my prior beliefs to be attenuated, confirmed, or rejected, but 
which it does cannot be predicted and is certainly no fault of mine (since there is no 
“mine” beyond what is included in the network of beliefs). Rorty speaks of the 
pragmatist’s ability to experience moral indignation (I, 42), but I cannot see what one has 
to be indignant about, unless one thinks that people have the ability and responsibility to 
weave their webs and to do so to facilitate a certain outcome. Georgia Warnke has issued 
a similar critique: “Rorty insists that there are no objective grounds for deciding who we 
are, what our past means, which events to take as illustrative of our ideals, and even how 
                                                 
68 Cf. Ibid., 61. 
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best to describe those events;”69 but, she explains, in personal and moral development, as 
in poetry, “we must have an understanding of what the point is of what we have already 
written so that we can see how we might add to it in a coherent way.”70 
 Insofar as Rorty hopes for solidarity as the result of persuasive discourse, he must 
return agency to the person. To be persuaded, or to hope to persuade others, one must 
hold a view of the other as inherently dignified, and as possessing some shared ends – 
without these, there is no reason to value the opinions of others. As Jürgen Habermas 
puts it (albeit in a slightly different context), Rorty lacks “the conceptual means for doing 
justice to the intuitive distinctions between convincing and persuading. ... The 
counterintuitive mingling of the one with the other has the unpleasant consequence that 
we lose the critical standards for operating in everyday life.”71 
 This leads to the second issue: Rorty’s view of the self actually impedes the aim 
of pragmatism, which, he claims, is to attain solidarity through free and open encounters 
between all people (I, 22). It seems to me that although Rorty refuses to acknowledge that 
his account has a “ground” beyond the pragmatic, a closer examination reveals that he 
does in fact posit some transcendental element of personhood. The clearest example of 
this, I think, is found in his discussion of “agents of love.” Rorty urges us to continue 
“lending an ear to the specialists in particularity, permitting them to fulfill their function 
as agents of love, and hoping they will continue to expand our moral imagination” (III, 
                                                 
69 Georgia Warnke, “Democracy and Interpretation,” in Feminist Interpretations of Richard Rorty, 
ed. Marianne Janack (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 118. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Jürgen Habermas, “Richard Rorty’s Pragmatic Turn,” in Rorty and His Critics, 52. 
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207). I take it that by “moral imagination” Rorty means to imply the ability of some 
people to explicate another’s web of beliefs, in order to commend the other as having a 
place in society (III, 206).  
 In this, despite Rorty’s protestations to the contrary, some transcendental element 
that seems to call for all selves to be respected is at work (along with a conception of 
agency that is at odds with his view of web-reweaving). If this were not so, Rorty would 
have no reason to uphold the function of agents of love – i.e. bringing more people into 
the group – as an important task, or to claim that they will and should recognize or act 
upon this function. Unless we grant that all persons ought to be respected (i.e. included as 
members of society, or given the opportunity to participate in free and open encounters, 
in virtue of being selves), it is immaterial – even in pragmatic terms – whether or not 
agents of love “extend the range of society’s imagination, thereby opening the doors of 
procedural justice to people on whom they had been closed” (ibid).  
Geras, too, recognizes this inconsistency in Rorty’s account, noting that 
identification with “outsiders,” and the appeal to include them in society, must be based 
on “the very similarities in light of which [Rorty] says particularist differences can come 
to be seen as unimportant. They are things like pain and humiliation, cherishing one’s 
loved ones and grieving for them, and then poetry and yet other things besides. In 
appealing to such similarities, Rorty appeals to nothing other than the idea of a common 
humanity.”72 Insofar as Rorty advocates an expanding sphere of inclusion in free and 
                                                 
72 Geras, “Progress without Foundations?,” in Richard Rorty: Critical Dialogues, 168. 
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open encounters, his account must recognize some universal core of personhood. Further, 
insofar as Rorty denies this, his account tends toward arbitrary exclusivity rather than 
inclusive solidarity since there is no reason to encourage agents of love to recommend the 
inclusion of any particular other, and no reason to suppose that they will do so on their 
own. 
 Beyond this, from his discussion of agents of love, it seems that Rorty 
understands love to mean something like acceptance and appreciation of the other’s 
distinct beliefs (III, 206-207). However, I do not think many of us, pragmatist or 
otherwise, would find this definition satisfactory – particularly since the lover, on this 
view, has not actually decided or consented to love, but has accidently, as it were, woven 
beliefs that call for love. Love is not simple acceptance or mere appreciation; it is much 
more nuanced.73 
 The third issue with Rorty’s concept of the self is that the virtues he advocates as 
critical to the pragmatist’s utopian solidarity are vacuous. Beyond his insistence on the 
importance of love in facilitating such a society, Rorty maintains that there is “a set of 
moral virtues ... which members of a civilized society must possess if the society is to 
endure” (I, 37). These are “tolerance, respect for the opinions of those around one, 
willingness to listen, [and] reliance on persuasion rather than force” (ibid). While it is 
nice that Rorty calls for love and other virtues, his concept of the self and his rejection of 
a teleological framework make for a very impoverished understanding of these virtues. 
                                                 
73 I will flesh out this claim in chapter two. 
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 Virtue is a eudaimonistic concept, so there must be a telos toward which the 
human being moves, if she is to discern what constitutes appropriate action and feeling in 
any given situation. Moreover, it is inconsistent to speak of virtue without a concept of 
the self as an agent who can cultivate habits of mind to pursue its telos. For a pragmatist, 
then, it is absurd to think that virtue could be developed in or by anyone.  
 Also, part of the cultivation of these habits can involve overcoming natural 
inclinations by volitional determination to act virtuously (i.e. continence), and human 
beings regularly experience this struggle of divided will. Rorty, however, cannot admit of 
this experience in his account. Without some sense of agency, the identity-constitutive 
beliefs of a person cannot be conflicting; they will weave themselves as fate would have 
it, but they cannot do so in a way that would make them conscious of the need for a new 
belief to override the current web – that only would be possible with some transcendent 
view of selfhood.   
 From all of this, we can see that Rorty wants to keep the morality of a Christian 
worldview, but to remove the Christian foundation; indeed, he freely admits that the 
“Jewish and Christian element in our tradition is gratefully invoked by freeloading 
atheists like [himself]” (III, 202). While he adamantly denies that this is problematic, we 
have seen that it is, in fact, impossible to keep the structure without a more stable 
framework. As Martin Warner writes, “If we reject the metaphysical underpinnings we 
should be prepared to reassess the concepts themselves.”74 Without admitting a human 
                                                 
74 Martin Warner, “Love, Self, and Plato's Symposium,” The Philosophical Quarterly 29, no. 117 
(October 1979): 338. 
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telos or granting agency to human beings, Rorty’s account of selfhood and virtue is 
vacuous, and attaining the solidarity he desires is, ironically, impractical.  
1.3 Summary 
 
 I have given an overview of two distinct views of the relationship between love 
and justice in political and social relations. On the one hand, we have Rawls, whose 
theory of justice is grounded on an understanding of human beings as free, equal, rational 
and social. However, human beings are also affective and relational. Rawls’s oversight in 
admitting these features of human nature into the realm of justice is a significant lacuna 
in his account – the affective component of human beings is a profound motivator for 
personal action and a constitutive aspect of virtue, as Rawls admits, but it also plays a 
critical role in achieving interpersonal justice. Insofar as Rawls does not incorporate the 
importance of the affect and the relationality of human beings into his theory of justice in 
human interactions, his account of selfhood, virtue, and, ultimately, social justice itself is 
unsustainable. 
 Rorty also views the affect as an important motivating force for human beings – 
we see this especially in the role he assigns to “agents of love.” However, Rorty’s denial 
of selfhood beyond a “web of beliefs,” and his corresponding inability to (coherently) 
assign agency to a person, negates whatever import he grants to the affective activity of 
human beings. Thus, Rorty’s insistence on the importance of agents of love and agents of 
justice in developing and maintaining a society that best facilitates solidarity is 
unfounded. His account needs a richer understanding of human nature (which, of course, 
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a postmodernist will refuse to admit75) if the goal of solidarity is to be pursued, let alone 
recommended. While recognizing the importance of love as a motivator for just activity 
is insightful on Rorty’s part, love and justice cannot function as he describes them apart 
from a more holistic account of selfhood that includes the rational and relational facets, 
as well. 
 Thus, Rawls gives us a picture of the just political life as one in which 
autonomous, rational, social beings act to advance a society that affirms those elements 
of their nature, but this excludes a critical capacity of human beings from considerations 
of justice – it fails to account for the affective component of human beings and its 
inherent function in determining human commitments and actions. By doing so, it 
inhibits the possibility of developing and maintaining right relationships. In Rorty, 
however, we see the importance of the affect in registering and acting upon conceptions 
of justice (as inclusivity), but it is impossible to apply this to the just political life in a 
meaningful way. The accounts of selfhood advanced by these two strands of thought, 
then, give us important insights into what the just political life ought to look like, but they 
cannot, as they stand, fulfill their own visions. 
 It is my contention that popular moral sensibilities are influenced by both 
accounts, and moral commitments uphold elements of each. These accounts thus 
exemplify what Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger calls “that dialectic between ... the abdication 
                                                 
75 Cf. Rorty, “Response to Norman Geras,” in Richard Rorty: Critical Dialogues, 174-175. 
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of truth and assertion of values,”76 reflecting (and influencing) the “schizophrenia of 
modern culture.”77 There remains a commitment to modern liberalism, even as popular 
culture transitions into a postmodern worldview – the just social institutions advocated by 
Rawls are still revered, but his appeal to human nature is overlooked. Universal human 
rights are pursued emphatically, but human nature is denied. There is a desire for justice, 
but a refusal to claim that there is a good for human beings beyond fair autonomy. These 
paradoxes cheapen the notion of a virtue of justice and problematize the development and 
maintenance of just social institutions. Modern liberalism has left its imprint on popular 
moral sensibilities, primarily in the form of a commitment to claiming rights. Without an 
account of human nature, or a human telos, however, this amalgam of moral 
commitments cannot be successful.  
 Perhaps a better way to put this is to say that the bifurcation of the good from the 
right cannot account entirely for acting according to what is right or what is good – it is 
far too rigid a dichotomy. On the other hand, rejecting standards of right and good 
altogether cannot sustain or motivate justice – the result is far too fluid. The good and the 
right must be held together in the pursuit of justice if justice is to facilitate each receiving 
his or her due (and each granting to others their due) at every level, from internal 
commitments to social institutions. 
                                                 
76 Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance, 141. I should note that Michael Stocker has written an article 
entitled “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories,” which focuses on a different, though related, 
disconnect that affects moral thinking: he indicts modern ethical theories because they “deal only with 
reasons, with values, with what justifies. They fail to examine motives and the motivational structures that 
constrain ethical life” (The Journal of Philosophy 73, no. 14 [1976], 453).  
77 Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance, 141. 
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 After considering the above accounts of love and justice, it should be apparent 
that they are inherently impoverished or incoherent. Rawls’s liberalism cannot succeed in 
maintaining a just social order because it fails to address the right order of individuals. 
Rorty’s postmodern pragmatism, too, cannot support the sweeping claims he makes 
regarding justice and solidarity. Each of these accounts focuses too much on justice as a 
social or political construct, without considering justice as a virtue, which would 
necessitate a more robust account of human nature. I hope to have demonstrated the need 
for an account of justice that is grounded on a richer understanding of selfhood and 
agency, and is ordered toward something that includes, but goes far beyond, fairness and 
solidarity. To the development of such an account, I now turn.
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Chapter 2: Augustine on Love and Justice 
 
 In the previous chapter, I worked through the accounts of Rawls and Rorty, 
pointing out insights and deficiencies, and demonstrating that these accounts are 
incapable of achieving their aims or correcting those deficiencies on their own. I 
acknowledged the good of each account – liberalism’s protection of human rights and 
freedom, and pragmatism’s incorporation of an individual’s perspectives and values into 
political theory, for example – but argued that without a firmer account of human nature, 
these goods cannot be maintained. Insofar as the mainstream conception of justice is 
cobbled together from these two philosophies, the public pursuit of justice is inevitably 
impoverished. 
I now want to suggest an account that supplements these prevailing views, 
upholding the primary goods advocated therein but correcting for the deficiencies. In this 
chapter, I will begin to explore Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered loves to 
illuminate the ways in which his account offers a holistic view of justice that incorporates 
but goes beyond contemporary views. Augustine’s account of the moral psychology of 
justice offers what I take to be an immensely helpful conception of what it means to be 
just and to maintain a just society. 
In this chapter, then, I will develop the framework for Augustine’s picture of love 
and justice. Sections one and two will explore Augustine’s view of human nature and the 
human telos, which will ground this account by revealing the features of love and justice 
that are necessary to his conception of human flourishing. While Augustine’s account is 
teleological insofar as he maintains that there is an ultimate aim for human beings – i.e. 
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abiding in God’s love – this telos (and human nature, on his view) is primarily relational, 
which, I argue, tempers the teleological emphasis in favor of a more relational, 
responsive ethic.78 Exploring these concepts with this in mind also will bring to light 
relevant features of his account of love and justice that are easily misconstrued or 
overlooked.  
Section three will build on this foundation to give a more precise and robust 
definition of the way the term “love” functions in this account, and the way in which I 
will understand it going forward.79 Once this framework is in place, we will be in a 
position to delve into Augustine’s account of justice and political activity. In section four, 
then, I will explore Augustine’s understanding of the relationship between rightly ordered 
love and justice, and its implications for political activity.  
Before beginning, I should clarify the limits of my argument. While I intend to 
demonstrate that Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered loves is an important 
counterpart to contemporary justice discourse, I will not be engaging in an exhaustive 
study of Augustine’s thought on this topic. My argument will work through elements of 
Augustine’s theology that have significant implications for modern justice, and I will 
engage in critical examination of his thought to illuminate key areas that generally have 
been misconstrued, misapplied or underemphasized. In that sense, my account 
contributes to Augustinian scholarship. However, I approach Augustine’s thought as a 
                                                 
78 Importantly, this ethic defuses the objection of Rawls, who argues that “although to subordinate 
all our aims to one end does not strictly speaking violate the principles of rational choice … it still strikes 
us as irrational, or more likely as mad”(A Theory of Justice, 554). Insofar as Augustine’s teleological 
account is inherently relational, the “end” of human beings becomes more expansive. 
79 I should note, here, that this discussion of love will have a more contemporary tone, as I will be 
portraying Augustine’s view of love in light of Edward Collins Vacek’s account.  
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tool with which to work through contemporary issues, rather than as the direct focus of 
my study. I intend to use Augustine’s thought as a springboard from which to launch this 
social critique, so I will leave it to established Augustinian scholars to provide linguistic 
analysis, translation, research on causative sources, and studies on the development of 
Augustine’s thought over his lifetime. These lines of inquiry, while clearly important for 
a rich understanding of Augustine’s thought, will not prove essential to my argument. For 
me, as for Jean Bethke Elshtain, “the usual cowardly caveats apply.”80  
2.1 Human Nature: Rational, Volitional, Affective, Relational Creatures 
 
 To begin this study, it will be helpful to examine Augustine’s view of human 
nature and the human telos. Then, we will be in a position to unpack his conception of 
rightly ordered loves and right relations, and the contribution these concepts can make to 
contemporary considerations of justice. In the words of Paul Henry, Augustine’s 
“doctrine of the person, though highly tentative and perhaps incomplete, serves to bring 
Augustine’s creative genius and originality to the fore. Nowhere is he more impressive 
than in this area. … This doctrine has been a decisive factor in fashioning the modern 
world. Indeed, it is precisely this which makes him belong to the world of today and 
tomorrow.”81 
 As I take it, there are four primary characteristics of human beings that Augustine 
posits as integral to human nature: rationality, affectivity, volition and relationality; and 
                                                 
80 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1995), xi. 
81 Paul Henry, Saint Augustine on Personality, ed. Robert P. Russell, The Saint Augustine Lecture 
Series: Saint Augustine and the Augustinian Tradition (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1960), 1. 
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these are defined by a fifth characteristic – createdness.82 Joseph Torchia previously 
identified this conception of human nature in Augustine, as well: “Each and every human 
being,” he writes, “is a unique individual, with a rational intellect capable of discerning 
truth and a rational will capable of free, morally responsible decisions;” further, he 
argues, there is also “a relational dimension to Augustine’s understanding of human 
personhood,” which “raises the bar of human affectivity to a higher plane” [emphasis 
added].83 Augustine discusses his view of human nature explicitly in numerous works,84 
but I find the most concise evidence of this view to be Augustine’s narration of his 
personal conversion experience, which highlights each feature of human nature.85 
 Augustine describes his conversion in light of three “epiphanies.”86 The first 
epiphany – his platonic experimentation, through which his soul “attains sight of the God 
who IS” by means of intellectual ascent87 – demonstrates Augustine’s conviction that the 
intellect is instrumental in personal fulfillment. The intellect is an essential element of 
                                                 
82 Note that I take the relational and created aspects of this account, especially, to indicate the 
embodied nature of human beings, insofar as human beings are created for a life of physicality, and one 
important way in which human beings relate to themselves and others is through physical interaction. Thus, 
embodiment is an important feature of human beings, but it is implied by the others. 
83 Joseph Torchia, “St. Augustine: A Harmonious Union,” in Exploring Personhood: An 
Introduction to the Philosophy of Human Nature (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2008), 
119. 
84 See especially On the Trinity. 
85 Beyond this, working within his narrative reinforces the underlying structure of the ethics of 
responsibility that I am developing, particularly concerning the themes of time, memory and hope. As Peter 
J. Hampson and Johannes Hoff write in “Whose Self? Which Unification? Augustine’s Anthropology and 
the Psychology-Theology Debate,” (New Blackfriars, 2010), in Augustine’s Confessions, “Recollection is 
more than and something different from the mere reproduction of past events. It is an inventive process 
which coincides with the temporal process of forgetting and self-transformation. Hence, in Augustine’s 
account of his own conversion, the time of recollection is an iterating and deepening of the event of his 
conversion which is directed to the future life in God” (556). This has enormous implications for my 
account, and I will turn to it explicitly in chapter five. 
86 I am indebted to Richard B. Miller on this point. 
87 Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin Classics, 1961), VII.17. 
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human personality that must be engaged if one is to attain the good. Donald Burt writes 
that on Augustine’s view, “all love must begin with intellectual activity,”88 and this is no 
small claim, since, as Etienne Gilson argues, “if love is the inner force which moves the 
will and the will denotes the man, we can say that man is essentially moved by his 
love.”89 
 The second and third epiphanies – Augustine’s conversion in the garden, during 
which his will assents to the will of God and clings to God as the highest good,90 and his 
vision at Ostia with Monica, which illuminates for Augustine the communal and non-
intellectual aspects of faith91 – indicate that attainment of the good must involve much 
more than one’s intellect alone. Torchia remarks that “for all his commitment to an 
intellectualist interpretation of human nature, Augustine saw us as fundamentally 
relational beings,”92 and the progression of his conversion experiences – from solitary 
and intellectual, to communal and affective – seems to support this claim.  
 Through his description of the conversion in the garden, Augustine illustrates the 
holistic way in which the intellect and will must be united through love to ascend (and 
assent) to God. Then, in his depiction of his divine experience with Monica at Ostia, we 
can see that community is a critical part of relating to God, and that this sense of 
                                                 
88 Donald X. Burt, Augustine's World: An Introduction to His Speculative Philosophy (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1996), 153. 
89 Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine, trans. L.E.M. Lynch (New York: 
Random House, 1960), 135. 
90 Augustine, Confessions, VIII.12. 
91 Ibid., IX.10. 
92 Torchia, “St. Augustine,” in Exploring Personhood, 113. 
 The Heart of Justice: An Augustinian Ethic of Relational Responsibility 52 
 
 
community should reinforce the recognition of our contingency. Richard B. Miller sums 
up this progression nicely and is worth quoting at length: 
[In Book 7], Augustine ascends in Plotinian fashion from the experience of 
sensible objects to experiencing the condition of reflection itself, attaining “That 
Which Is” in the flash of one tremulous glance (Conf. 9.10.24). That epiphany 
was solitary and intellectual, and it brought no informational content. Equally 
important, Augustine was unable to hold fast to what he had attained, drawn back 
as he was to sensible experience by time and habit. Nor is the Ostian vision like 
Augustine’s conversion epiphany in Book 8, which was mediated by the verbal 
communication of the word of God and included theological content but was 
mediated to him alone, in solitude. With Monica, Augustine’s experience has less 
to do with light or hearing than with relative silence. And, of course, in this 
instance Augustine is not alone: He embarks on a journey with a fellow traveler. 
Together they imagine the tumult of human flesh, earthly life, human dreams, and 
the soul all falling silent, along with “every tongue, and every sign, and whatever 
is subject to transience” (Conf. 7.17.23). In that silence, he writes, “if anyone 
listens, all these things will tell him, we did not make ourselves, he made us who 
abides forever” (Conf. 9.10.25). Augustine and Monica are informed that they are 
dependent, not self-originating; they are finite beings, not Being itself. There is a 
qualitative distinction between Creator and creation, between time and eternity.93 
 
 In light of this progression, we can see the importance of the participation of each 
facet of human personality in pursuing the good. As Frederick Van Fleteren describes 
Augustine’s view of the conversion process, “the intellect, the will, the spirit, and the 
emotions act together. The conversion is immediate and sudden, though often the product 
of a long struggle. It issues as a radical change in the way of life of the convert ... 
precisely because all shadows of doubt have disappeared and a firmness of resolve is 
instilled in the convert. Conversion has a social element.”94 The rationality, volition and 
                                                 
93 Richard B. Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions,” Harvard 
Theological Review 104, no. 4 (October 2011): 400. 
94 Frederick Van Fleteren, “St. Augustine's Theory of Conversion,” in Augustine: “Second 
Founder of the Faith”, ed. Joseph C. Schnaubelt and Frederick Van Fleteren, Collectanea Augustiniana 
(New York: Peter Lang, 1990), 73. 
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affectivity of a person must be engaged as one relates to God, or that relationship – and 
consequently, one’s human relationships – will be impoverished.  
 This emphasis on relationship is perhaps the most important point to highlight in 
Augustine’s view of human nature. Henry notes that we “should link [Augustine’s] 
doctrine of personality with that of relation,”95 and, he maintains, “Augustine teaches us 
that the person, while being an absolute, absolute in se persona dicitur, is also and 
essentially a being ad alium, related to others, open to others, and defined as person by 
this very relativity.”96 Thus, the way in which we relate to others is not only motivated by 
our nature; our nature is itself constituted by our relationships.97 Jean Bethke Elshtain 
puts it well, arguing that “human beings are ... social all the way down. Created in the 
image of God, human relationality defines us. … and the more we are united at all levels 
in a bond of peace, the closer we come to achieving that good at which we aim and which 
God intends.”98 Clearly, this notion is critical to Augustine’s conception of justice as 
right relations. As Mary Clark explains, “Augustine’s concept of a divine person as a 
relational concept implies that for a human being to be a person is for him to stand in 
                                                 
95 Henry, Saint Augustine on Personality, 18. 
96 Ibid., 23. 
97 Cf. Peter Burnell, who notes that Augustine’s conception of the person depends “on the 
distinction, which he has made in book 7 [of On the Trinity], between ‘substance’ and ‘person’ (De Trin. 
7.5.10-7.6.11): both words denote the determination of a rational nature as an existent being, but whereas 
‘substance’ denotes that determination in reference to the nature itself, ‘person’ denotes it in reference to 
relation with other beings. So even if, for example, one talks about a being as having an innate relational 
principles, or as perfectible by the actuation of such a principle, one is talking about the being’s nature; but 
if one talks about the determination of its nature in its relation with other beings, one is no longer referring 
to a relational characteristic (an aspect of its nature) but to a fact constituted by relationship” (Augustinian 
Person [Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2005], 187). I will return to this argument 
in chapter five. 
98 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Why Augustine? Why Now?,” in Augustine and Postmodernism: 
Confession and Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2004), 249. 
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certain relations. … Augustine explicitly exhorted human persons to image the relational 
character of God by individually relating by love to the Trinity and to one another.”99  
When describing his conversion, Augustine paints a picture of human beings as 
intellectual, volitional, affective and relational creatures – a picture on which he grounds 
his views of faith, virtue and the human telos. If this account of human nature is right, 
then the flourishing of human beings depends on the use of each identity-constitutive 
characteristic; indeed, Augustine cautions, “falsehood consists in not living in the way for 
which [we were] created.”100 It is the misuse or suppression of these qualities that leads to 
dissatisfaction and frustration – the unfortunate effects of original sin. Understanding the 
ways in which these qualities of the self inform our activity, relationships and, ultimately, 
our ability to flourish will lay the foundation for rightly ordered loves and right relations. 
With this overview in mind, I turn now to discuss Augustine’s view of the proper 
functioning and purpose of humanity. In doing so, this view of human nature will become 
clearer. 
2.2 The Human Telos 
 
 This view of human beings as rational, affective, volitional and relational 
creatures leads to Augustine’s understanding of the human telos and influences his 
account of the ways in which human beings can and should pursue it. On Augustine’s 
view, God has “made us for [himself] and our hearts find no peace until they rest in 
                                                 
99 Mary Clark, “Augustine on Person: Divine and Human,” in Augustine: Presbyter Factus Sum, 
ed. Joseph T. Lienhard, Earl C. Muller, and Roland J. Teske, Collectanea Augustiniana (New York: Peter 
Lang, 1993), 114. 
100 Augustine, City of God, XIV.4. 
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[him].”101 Contained within this compact phrase are three fundamental pieces of 
Augustine’s account; unpacking it will explicate his teleological view. The first item to 
note is that there is a distinction between the Creator and the created. Second, the Creator 
is unsatisfied, on a certain level, when its creatures do not return its love.102 Last, 
creatures are unfulfilled and unhappy when they are not fully engaged with their 
Creator’s love. Augustine’s teleological account captures the essence of human nature, 
necessitating the use of all aspects of that nature in the pursuit of fulfillment. 
2.2.1 The Creator/Created Distinction 
 
 The first piece – the Creator/created distinction – forms the foundation for 
Augustine’s account because it introduces the grounds for a hierarchy of supernatural and 
natural goods, and it provides the basis for the telos of human beings, as participants in 
that hierarchy. Herbert Deane captures this distinction well: “There is a clear difference 
between the Creator and the created,” he writes; “the Creator is unchangeably good, wise, 
and all-powerful by His very essence; God’s goodness, wisdom, and power are not 
accidents or attributes separable from His being. Like all other created beings, man is 
good but not incorruptibly, absolutely, or necessarily good. He is mutable and 
changeable.”103 
                                                 
101 Augustine, Confessions, I.1. 
102 For more on this idea of God being unsatisfied or “needing” human beings, see Gary D. 
Badcock, “The Concept of Love: Divine and Human,” in Nothing Greater, Nothing Better: Theological 
Essays on the Love of God, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 
2001), 30-46. 
103 Herbert A. Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1963), 15. 
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On Augustine’s view, the eternal, omnipotent, immutable God has created 
everything that exists with a specific purpose. This has two implications: first, everything 
that is created is finite and subject to corruption since it is temporal; and second, 
everything that God creates is good, although all things are not equally good.104 As 
Augustine writes, “because you did not make them all equal, each single thing is good 
and collectively they are very good, for our God made his whole creation very good;”105 
and, later, though “the higher things are better than the lower, the sum of all creation is 
better than the higher things alone.”106  
In this, we see that there is an order to creation in which each part serves to 
enhance the goodness of the whole.107 While God is at the pinnacle of this order, God 
abides in creation and imbues it with goodness so that each part will fulfill its end. 
Augustine explains, “God is good, utterly and entirely better than the things which he has 
made. But, since he is good, the things that he has made are also good. This is how he 
contains them all in himself and fills them all with this presence.”108 Torchia identifies 
the tendency of human beings to subvert this order and value lesser goods above greater 
goods as the basis of Augustine’s view of iniquity. He writes, “Augustine links his 
                                                 
104 Augustine, Confessions, VII.12; “On the Free Choice of the Will,” 3.13.36.126, in On the Free 
Choice of the Will, On Grace and Free Choice, and Other Writings, trans. Peter King (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
105 Augustine, Confessions, VII.12. 
106 Ibid., VII.13. 
107 I should note that in the introduction to L’Ordre Caché, Anne-Isabelle Bouton-Touboulic 
identifies three ways to consider this order: the structure and manner of order in the whole of creation, 
order and hierarchy within the multiplicity of creatures, and the internal order of an individual (L’Ordre 
Caché: La notion d’ordre chez saint Augustin, Collection des Études Augustiniennes: Série Antiquité 174 
[Turnhout, Belgium: BREPOLS Publishers, 2004], 31). These distinctions are interrelated and will be 
addressed throughout my argument. 
108 Augustine, Confessions, VII.5. 
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understanding of iniquity as the will’s aversion from ‘what is Divine and abiding’ with 
the ‘whole’/‘part’ analysis that we encounter throughout his moral deliberations. … Sin is 
viewed as a rejection of the universal Good in favor of limited, partial goods proper to 
oneself alone.”109  
We can see, then, that beyond the subjective self-defining characteristics of 
relationships, human beings inhabit an objective relational status, which also constitutes 
their identities. Human beings are situated at the top of the natural order of being, as 
creatures made in the image and likeness of God. Clark identifies this “image-doctrine” 
as a distinctive idea in Augustine’s view of the relationality inherent in human nature. 
She writes: 
By reflection upon creation, Augustine came to appreciate the religiousness of the 
human person, that is, the necessary and intimate relation between the creature 
and the Creator. As a creature of God, the human person therefore is himself or 
herself ... only insofar as the relation to God becomes a conscious one. … In 
choosing image as the most fundamental aspect of human persons, Augustine 
accented their relationship to the Trinitarian god as fundamentally a call to a 
growing union with the divine Persons by a continual growth in the relationship 
of love. His preferred image and likeness of God within the soul was the action of 
remembering, understanding, loving God.110 
                                                 
109 N. Joseph Torchia, “The Significance of Ordo in St. Augustine’s Moral Theory,” in Augustine: 
Presbyter Factus Sum, ed. Joseph T. Lienhard, Earl C. Muller, and Roland J. Teske, Collectanea 
Augustiniana (New York: Peter Lang, 1993), 269. 
110 Clark, “Augustine on Person,” ibid., 107. I should note, here, that Oliver DuRoy, for example, 
has argued that the Neoplatonist influence on Augustine’s theology leads him to lose sight of this God of 
interpersonal love, who reveals himself in history, by emphasizing interiority and intellection in the 
representation of God – by withdrawing into himself in knowledge and love of self: “Augustin, appliquant 
au mystère de la Trinité, c’est-à-dire d’un Dieu qui par l’histoire s’est révélé amour interpersonnel, 
appliquant à ce mystere une méthode de réflexion néo-platonicienne, a finalement accrédité dans notre 
théologie latine courante comme dans notre sensibilité religieuse la représentation d’un Dieu replié sur lui-
même dans la connaissance et l’amour de soi” (“L’Intelligence de la Foi en la Trinité selon Saint Augustin. 
Genèse de Sa Théologie Trinitaire jusqu’en 391,” Revue d’Etudes Augustiniennes et Patristiques 13, no. 1 
[1967], 123). This view, I take it, partially motivates Gunnar Hultgren’s assertion that “up to a point, the 
problem of the conception of love concerning the connection between love of God, love of self, and love of 
neighbor is able to be understood in light of the philosophical and theological traditions that are linked to 
Augustine” – “Jusqu’à quel point le problème de la conception de l’amour concernant les rapports entre 
l’amour de Dieu, l’amour de soi-même et l’amour du prochain peut etre compris à la lumière des traditions 
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This relational view that is grounded in both subjective response and objective 
connectivity supports Augustine’s view of personhood, insofar as it accounts for the 
multifaceted nature of the self through which we relate to our world (and God). As 
Vander Valk puts it, “The Augustinian self is the locus of moral responsibility, but 
remains partially shrouded in holy garb, since ‘Man does not make himself, and thus does 
not know himself. He is understandable only in terms of God’s providential intention and 
this he sees only through a glass darkly. One’s recollection of oneself is radically and 
essentially incomplete.’”111 We will see these themes of memory, understanding, and 
love woven throughout Augustine’s theology, and they will be brought to bear as we 
consider the ways in which human beings relate to God and work toward developing 
right relations on Earth.  
 In that we, as created beings, are finite and corruptible, we experience an intense 
longing for more than the changing, decaying nature in which and with which we live. 
Our intelligence, volition and affection – characteristics that form the core of a person’s 
inner self – yearn for permanence and perfection, but we are powerless in our finitude to 
attain it. While, on Augustine’s view, the intellect can grasp the concept of an infinite 
                                                 
philosophique et théologique auxquelles se rattache Augustin” (Le Commandment d’Amour chez Augustin: 
Interprétation Philosophique et Théologique d’après les Ecrits de la période 386-400 [Paris: Vrin, 1939], 
x). DuRoy’s is just one articulation of a common critique, but I hope it becomes clear that it is misguided: 
love of God, on Augustine’s view, necessarily entails the active engagement of all facets of oneself as one 
actively relates to the world. 
111 Frank Vander Valk, “Friendship, Politics, and Augustine's Consolidation of the Self,” Religious 
Studies 45 (2009): 138; his citation from Ann Hartle, The Modern Self in Rousseau’s Confessions: A Reply 
to St. Augustine [Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983], 103. For more on the difficulty 
of recollection, see Charles T. Mathewes, “Book One: The Presumptuousness of Autobiography and the 
Paradoxes of Beginning,” in A Reader's Companion to Augustine's Confessions, ed. Kim Paffenroth and 
Robert P. Kennedy (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003). 
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good, the “God who IS,”112 through the “never changing, true eternity of truth,”113 it is 
incapable of remaining fixed upon this good. As he writes, “the soul is weak and helpless 
unless it clings to the firm rock of truth.”114  
This truth is revealed to us in various ways, the two most prominent, in 
Augustine’s account, being memory and the witness of the created world. Given the 
Neoplatonic bent of his theology, memory plays a most critical role in the ascent of the 
soul to God (and, interestingly, memory – in the form of habit – is also responsible for 
keeping us away from God). Augustine notes, “Your beauty drew me to you, but soon I 
was dragged away from you by my own weight. … The weight I carried was the habit of 
the flesh. But your memory remained with me and I had no doubt at all that you were the 
one to whom I should cling, only I was not yet able to cling to you.”115 We can see in this 
that habits of the flesh inhibit human beings from maintaining intimacy with God. This is 
because fleshly habitual memories are subject to desire and imperfection; they develop 
out of the repeated turning of the will from God to attractive temporal, corruptible things. 
On the other hand, intellectual and spiritual memories enable one to grasp God through 
the eternal truth.116 “For unless,” as Augustine explains, “by some means, [the power of 
                                                 
112 Augustine, Confessions, VII.17. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid., IV.14. For an account of the various ways Augustine employs the word “truth,” see 
Charles Boyer, L'idée de vérité dans la philosophie de saint Augustin (Paris: Gabriel Beauchesne, 1921). 
Boyer identifies four connotations of “truth” in Augustine’s work: logic, authenticity (in the sense that 
good things reflect the Good), the Word of God, and an indication of the extent to which finite beings 
participate in ultimate reality (2-4). 
115 Augustine, Confessions, VII.17. 
116 Garry Wills puts this well when he writes, “we can hide from ourselves in memory, as well as 
find ourselves there” (Garry Wills, Saint Augustine's Memory [New York, NY: Viking Penguin, 2002], 14). 
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reason] had known the immutable, it could not possibly have been certain that it was 
preferable to the mutable.”117 
 The other important means by which human beings apprehend the truth is through 
the goodness of creation. Augustine claims, “We catch sight of the Truth as he is known 
through his creation.”118 Considering nature as a good created order that reflects the 
goodness of the supernatural enables human beings to become aware of truth – to become 
aware of one’s own finitude and contingency, as well as the goodness of creation and the 
awesomeness of the Creator. On this view, when nature is properly understood as 
dependent upon its supernatural source, creation witnesses to truth by participating in 
divine goodness, thereby realizing its own telos. As Deane writes, “As long as [man] 
acknowledges his dependence upon and his inferiority to God, his Creator, and obeys His 
commands, he will be good and happy.”119 For human beings, then, the natural world is 
both an occasion to see the truth and a temptation to distort the order of goods in pride. 
Augustine thus writes that “the higher part of our nature aspires after eternal bliss while 
our lower self is held back by the love of temporal pleasure. It is the same will that wills 
both, but it wills neither of them with the full force of the will. So it is wrenched in two 
and suffers great trials, because while truth teaches it to prefer one course, habit prevents 
it from relinquishing the other.”120  
 
 
                                                 
117 Augustine, Confessions, VII.17. 
118 Ibid., VII.10. 
119 Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine, 15. 
120 Augustine, Confessions, VIII.10. 
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2.2.2 God’s Love for Us 
 
This brings me to the second piece of Augustine’s teleological account. God has 
“made us for himself,” and so desires human beings to love and be in relationship with 
him. However, because human beings have free will, the natural world presents both 
obstacles and opportunities in our pursuit of truth and goodness. Human free will enables 
us to participate in the divine order, pursuing our telos by constantly referencing and 
seeking the higher good of the eternal, but it also tempts us to subvert the hierarchy of 
goods and assert ourselves as independent, self-sufficient beings. This pride, evinced by 
distorted attachments, carries us away from God, our source of being, truth and goodness. 
God, who made us out of love for us, draws us back to himself so that his intent in 
creating us will be realized. As Augustine writes of God, “You support, you fill, you 
protect all things. You create them, nourish them, and bring them to perfection. You seek 
to make them your own, though you lack for nothing. You love your creatures, but with a 
gentle love. You treasure them, but without apprehension.”121 
For Augustine, this is where the mediation of Christ becomes the central focus of 
the human telos. Because, as noted above, human beings independently cannot reach the 
More that draws them and for which they yearn, they must connect with Christ, who 
bridges the gap and can anchor them in the eternal – unless they do so, they will persist in 
their “old ways, carrying with [them] nothing but the memory of something … loved and 
longed for.”122 The historical Christ was fully human – replete with affections, volition, 
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122 Ibid., VII.17. 
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and intelligence – so human beings can relate to him in his finitude; however, because 
Christ is fully divine, he forms the link to the supernatural that enables temporal human 
beings to know and love the eternal God. As Augustine writes, “a mediator between God 
and man must have something in common with God and something in common with 
man.”123 It is necessary for Christ to form this bridge so that human beings are able to 
return to God. Without Christ’s mediation, creation would be permanently separated from 
the Creator. Hence, Christ took on flesh in love for us, so that we might experience a true 
love relationship with God and our neighbors, which is our telos.124  
2.2.3 A Call to Love 
 
 Not only, however, does the Creator desire to relate to creation; the creatures 
themselves are unfulfilled when they fail to respond to God’s love. Augustine views 
human beings as rational, affective, volitional and relational creatures, who are called to 
love, so failure to respond to this call with one’s whole self causes self-alienation and 
dissatisfaction. Burt reminds us that Augustine’s claim, “‘My love is my weight; 
wheresoever I go, it is my love that takes me there’ … is more than a pious thought. It is 
a factual description of how and why humans choose anything. For choice to occur there 
must first of all be love, a love which is drawn out of us by the presence or promise of 
delight.”125  
                                                 
123 Ibid., X.43. 
124 For further reading on this topic, see Lewis Ayres, “Augustine, Christology, and God as Love: 
An Introduction to the Homilies on 1 John,” in Nothing Greater, Nothing Better: Theological Essays on the 
Love of God, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2001), 67-93. 
125 Burt, Augustine’s World, 153. 
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 Gilson further notes that actions that depend on the human will “are not 
performed under the compulsion of the divine order; they have a purpose of their own, 
and this purpose is to realize the divine order. With them it is not a matter of being 
subject to the law but of willing it and collaborating in its fulfillment.”126 On this view, 
creatures cannot flourish unless they are acting in accord with their given purpose, which 
involves loving God and working with God as God works in nature. Peter King tells us 
that Augustine translates Romans 8:28 as “God, along with those who love him, works 
everything for the good.”127 The emphasis on this “cooperative grace”128 is critical to 
Augustine’s understanding of flourishing for human beings.  
 Augustine reminds us that “we all admit that it is our ambition to achieve 
[happiness],”129 and that happiness consists in having all we want, but wanting nothing 
wrongly.130 For Augustine, this, of course, means “to rejoice in [God] and for [God] and 
because of [God].”131 In that human beings were created for God, we will not be satisfied 
until “our hearts rest in God” – i.e. until our loves are ordered rightly because we are 
attached to the eternal, immutable good wholeheartedly. On this view, the infinite is 
greater than the finite, so temporal beings are restless and dissatisfied because they 
                                                 
126 Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine, 132. 
127 Augustine, “On Grace and Free Choice,” 17.33, in On the Free Choice of the Will. See also 
ibid., n. 29. 
128 Ibid. See also ibid., n. 27. 
129 Augustine, Confessions, X.20. 
130 Augustine, On the Trinity, XIII.6, in On the Trinity: Books 8-15, ed. Gareth B. Matthews, trans. 
Stephen McKenna, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002). Cf. Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, 3.4-5, from Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, First Series, Vol. 4, trans. Richard Stothert, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature 
Publishing Co., 1887), rev. and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1401.htm>. 
131 Augustine, Confessions, X.22. 
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experience corruption and decay, rather than the perfection of eternity. A relationship 
with God, then, is necessary for human beings to be truly happy and at peace – not only 
because that relationship anchors us in perfection, but also because it enables us to fulfill 
our purpose. William Babcock explains that for Augustine, “happiness resides rather at 
the point of intersection of Augustine’s reckonings of what … is characteristically and 
distinctively human. That is why it represents the realization, rather than the demeaning, 
of the self and of its value.”132  
Again, on this view, part of what is “distinctively human” is our creaturely 
identity, as made in the image of God. Thus, knowledge and love of God provide insights 
into the personhood of human beings; apart from this relationship, we cannot begin to 
understand the depths of our selves. As Vander Valk puts it,  
As a created self, the Christian existed in God’s image, and failure to gain 
knowledge of God was also failure to gain knowledge of self. In that case, where 
potential knowledge becomes replaced by ignorance, the self-as-creature becomes 
alienated from its foundation in divinity. Faith in God, and the attempt to follow 
in the word of God, represents the connective tissue tying the self to reality; when 
this connective tissue disintegrates (through sin or willful ignorance) the 
individual’s basis in reality is also undermined, leaving the shell of a self, but not 
its essence. 
 
True freedom and self-actualization, on this view, then, require an acknowledgment of 
dependency on God.133 
 It is important to understand, however, that while the telos of human beings is this 
permanent relationship with God, part of our flourishing is dependent upon our relations 
                                                 
132 William S. Babcock, “Cupiditas and Caritas: The Early Augustine on Love and Human 
Fulfillment,” in Augustine Today, ed. Richard John Neuhaus, Encounter Series (Grand Rapids, MI: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1993), 28. 
133 Vander Valk, “Friendship, Politics,” 140. 
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with our fellow human beings. Because God has made us to be his coworkers on Earth, 
true happiness will come from a wholehearted attachment to God, which facilitates 
virtuous actions here; and this is possible because of Christ’s mediation.134 “In ascending 
to God in Christ,” Sarah Stewart-Kroeker explains, “we must love as Christ loves, that is 
to say, incarnationally. Loving the God who becomes human for us means that fruitio Dei 
does not inhibit human action in the world or extricate it from the world but frees it by 
ordering it rightly in the world”135 Because Augustine holds rightly ordered loves to be 
the key to virtue, he does not want to claim that our relationship with God is the totality 
of our aim. Rather, he emphasizes the need to love other creatures in an appropriate 
manner and amount, with a love that flows out of our love for God and imitates Christ, 
the Incarnate Word.  
 In that virtuous activity involves, as Aristotle puts it, acting “at the right times, 
about the right things, toward the right people, for the right end, and in the right way,”136 
there can be no virtuous activity apart from true love of God since true love of God is our 
ultimate end, on Augustine’s view. Correspondingly, without virtuous activity on Earth, 
our love of God is impoverished and incomplete.137 Thus, the implications of Augustine’s 
claims that virtue is “perfect love of God”138 and “rightly ordered love,”139 serve to unify 
                                                 
134 I will return to this point in chapter three. 
135 Sarah Stewart-Kroeker, “Resisting Idolatry and Instrumentalism in Loving the Neighbor: The 
Significance of the Pilgrimage Motif for Augustine’s Usus-Fruitio Distinction,” Studies in Christian Ethics 
27, no. 2 (2014): 215. 
136 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II.6.11 (1106b), trans. Terence Irwin, second ed. (Indianapolis, 
IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999). 
137 Cf. Raymond Canning, The Unity of Love for God and Neighbour in St. Augustine (Leuven, 
Belgium: Augustinian Historical Institute, 1993), especially chapter six, “The Unity of Love for God and 
Neighbor,” 249-330.  
138 Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, 15.25. 
139 Augustine, City of God, XV.22. 
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our pursuit of God and the perfection of the heavenly city with our pursuit of peace and 
justice here on Earth. Gilson puts it well when he writes, “A love of God which is just 
beginning is the first step in the soul’s justification. If its love increases, justice grows 
within it accordingly; if its love becomes perfect, the soul’s justice becomes perfect as 
well. Let us grasp the full significance of this doctrine: a perfectly realized love of God is 
identical with a completely actualized moral life.”140 
2.2.4 Grace 
 
 Throughout this explication of his account of the human telos, I have been 
weaving in elements of Augustine’s theology of grace. For Augustine, true love of God is 
impossible without God’s grace. Human beings – corruptible, finite and weighed down 
by habits of the flesh – cannot love God without the grace that draws us back to God, 
mediates the disconnect between the temporal and the eternal through Christ, and turns 
God toward us in mercy as it turns us toward God in repentance. The human will must 
attach to God by clinging to Christ the Mediator, but our wills can do this only because of 
God’s grace. Burt reminds us that “in order to help humans pursue good, God gives not 
only free will and the commandments. He also gives the divine Spirit whereby the soul is 
so formed that it can now delight in and love the supreme and unchangeable good that is 
God.”141 
As Augustine writes, “It is through Jesus Christ our Lord that we should 
understand God’s grace. It alone sets human beings free from evil. Without it they do 
                                                 
140 Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine, 140. 
141 Burt, Augustine’s World, 151. 
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nothing good at all, whether in thinking, or in willing and loving, or in acting.”142 In that 
our final end is to rest in God, God’s grace is crucial to our happiness, as well as to our 
virtuous activity. Without it, on Augustine’s view, human beings will be unable to love 
God, the purpose for which we have been created. He writes, “Human beings are 
therefore assisted by grace, so that their wills are not bidden to no purpose.”143 
 Because the grace of God is critical to pursuing our telos, it is vital to virtuous 
activity as well. Augustine claims that “grace in fact assists someone to be a doer of the 
Law, and someone who is put under the Law without this grace will be merely a hearer of 
the Law.”144 While, on Augustine’s view, a person can follow the normative prescriptions 
derived from the Law without proper love, those actions cannot be entirely virtuous since 
they are not done with the appropriate end in mind. This makes sense, given that the heart 
of God’s Law is the commandment to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, with 
all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength” and to “love your neighbor 
as yourself.”145 These maxims demand that we order our loves rightly. As Burt puts it, 
“Grace is a gift, greater indeed than the law. Law gives only the power to know; grace 
gives the ability to love. Human love of righteousness is the effect of grace; divine love is 
its beginning. … We perform good acts only because grace has been given to us.”146 For 
                                                 
142 Augustine, “On Reprimand and Grace,” 2.3, in On the Free Choice of the Will. 
143 Augustine, “On Grace and Free Choice,” 4.9, ibid. 
144 Ibid., 12.24. 
145 Mark 12:30-31 
146 Burt, Augustine’s World, 149. 
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Augustine, God’s Law demands that we love rightly, so virtue cannot be displayed unless 
we perform our moral duties with proper love. Grace enables us to do this.147  
2.3 What is Love? 
 
It should be apparent that the flourishing of human beings is grounded in love – 
our love for God, God’s love for us, and our desires and inclinations, generally speaking. 
As Babcock puts it, Augustine “transposed the question of human happiness into the key 
of human love;”148 and, in the words of Michael Scanlon, “In terms of the main thrust of 
his theological anthropology, love is the redemption of the will; love is the whence and 
whither of personhood; love is the enactment of freedom in grace.”149 However, I have 
not yet explored the conception of love that is at work in this account. I will do so now, to 
illuminate the previous discussion, and to solidify the groundwork for the subsequent 
account of rightly ordered loves and right relations. To do so, I will rely heavily on 
Edward Collins Vacek’s account of love and loving, which – although not an explicit 
commentary on Augustine – echoes Augustine’s view and provides a more contemporary 
explication of love and its constitutive role in Christian ethics.  
I should point out, first, that while Augustine uses various words for love, he does 
not maintain a strict etymological distinction in his word choice. This, I take it, is a result 
of his scriptural exegesis, which makes clear to him that diverse words may be used to 
support an interpretation of ‘love,’ regardless of slight differences in their connotations. 
                                                 
147 I acknowledge that this has been a cursory overview of Augustine’s theology of grace as it 
relates to our pursuit of flourishing; I will explore this further in chapter three, particularly insofar as 
Augustine’s view of prevenient grace has potentially problematic implications for political activity in 
secular society. 
148 Babcock, “Cupiditas and Caritas,” in Augustine Today, 4. 
149 Michael Scanlon, “Arendt’s Augustine,” in Augustine and Postmodernism, 165. 
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Augustine explains, “People imagine that fondness and charity are something different 
from love. They say, in fact, that ‘fondness’ is to be taken in a good sense, ‘love’ in a bad 
sense. … My task, however, was to make the point that the Scriptures of our religion, 
whose authority we rank above all other writings, do not distinguish between ‘love’ and 
‘fondness’ or ‘charity’.”150 As Margaret Atkins, translator of Augustine: Political 
Writings, tells us, “Augustine uses interchangeably several words for love: caritas; amor, 
amare; dilectio, diligere. He himself agreed that these were not used with distinct senses 
in scripture (Civ. 14.7). In general, therefore, I have freely used ‘love’ to cover all 
these.”151  
One important caveat, however, is that Augustine does distinguish terms 
concerning love directed toward good things and love directed toward bad things. In 
general, cupiditas and concupiscere denote innordinate desire – love wrongly directed. 
Augustine explains that “when we use ‘desire’ (cupiditas or concupiscentia) without 
specifying its object, it can only be understood in a bad sense.”152 Gerald Schlabach 
identifies this pattern in diction, and he raises an important implication of it: 
For false and problematic loves, Augustine consistently used verbs whereby 
people acquire the objects of their love through operations of grasping, which 
close in upon and control those objects. In contrast, loves that are right and true 
open wide the ‘hand of the soul’ in an act of clinging to God, to Christ, to the 
truth, and to wisdom – none of which one can control or manipulate.153 
                                                 
150 Augustine, City of God, XIV.7. 
151 “Translator’s Notes,” in Augustine: Political Writings, ed. E.M. Atkins and R.J. Dodaro 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001), xxix. 
152 Augustine, City of God, XIV.7. See also Augustine, Sermon 335c.2-3, in Augustine: Political 
Writings; and Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, III.10.16, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First 
Series, Vol. 2, trans. James Shaw, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 
1887,) rev. and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1202.htm>.  
153 Gerald W. Schlabach, “‘Love is the Hand of the Soul’: The Grammar of Continence in 
Augustine’s Doctrine of Christian Love,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 6, no. 1 (1998): 1. 
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For our purposes, then, it will suffice to understand “love” as describing the 
affective force that unifies the will and intellect in the pursuit of and attachment to 
values.154 As Robert Markus puts it, “‘love’ stands both for the natural impulses, physical 
and emotional needs of man’s nature, and for the deliberate conscious choice whereby he 
selects from among these impulses and inclinations and freely moulds his behaviour in 
                                                 
154 Note that in The Reasons of Love (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), Harry 
Frankfurt tosses his hat into the ring, as it were, of this continuation of the Euthyphro debate and offers an 
interesting, but ultimately uncompelling, argument against this definition of love. He claims: “It is true that 
the beloved invariably is, indeed, valuable to the lover. However, perceiving that value is not at all an 
indispensable formative or grounding condition of the love. It need not be a perception of value in what he 
loves that moves the lover to love it. The truly essential relationship between love and the value of the 
beloved goes in the opposite direction. … What we love necessarily acquires value for us because we love 
it” (38). Frankfurt’s view begins with premises that are similar to Augustine’s. Frankfurt recognizes that 
“caring about something is essential to our being creatures of the kind that human beings are” (17); and, for 
him, love is “a particular mode of caring about things” (29). Like Augustine, Frankfurt argues that love is 
what drives us, that it is what gives meaning to our lives; and, insofar as it serves these functions, what we 
ought to do depends largely on how we should respond to that which we love. For Frankfurt, however, 
what we love stems from our personal volition and is important as a motivating force, but not as an 
affective response. While Frankfurt has in mind a sort of practical care when he speaks of love, Augustine’s 
account has a practical, embodied dimension, as well, which is made more robust by his holistic approach 
to personal engagement, particularly his emphasis on affectivity. It will become clear that Frankfurt’s lack 
of normative affectivity is a significant point of departure from Augustine – one that makes his elucidation 
of the experience of love rather foreign to most human experience. Further, for Frankfurt, our will and 
character determine what we love, subjectively. As Frankfurt writes, “there are no necessities of logic or of 
rationality that dictate what we are to love. What we love is shaped by the universal exigencies of human 
life, together with those other needs and interests that derive more particularly from the features of 
individual character and experience” (47). This account, then, gives us a picture of love as volitional 
concern for our beloved, whom we love because our will constrains us and prevents us from doing 
otherwise. If, however, our loves are shaped by our characters, which are shaped by our experiences, then 
when we undergo a change in character, we will initiate a change in what we love. With no objective 
criteria for what should count as valuable to us, this response of the will to what we love will offer no 
meaningful reasons, as it were, for continuing to love our beloved. Frankfurt, like Augustine, wants to 
ensure that we have “stability” when it comes to loving (50), and, here again, his view falls short. 
Augustine would reject Frankfurt’s claim that we are capable of loving things that have no value. For 
Augustine, everything created is imbued with goodness by its eternal creator, and when we love something, 
we are captured by this goodness in some way. This is what lends stability to our loving (as does the 
importance of justice to love). When we love something good excessively, however, we fail to love it 
authentically. I will return to this line of thought in chapter three, but, here, I submit that Augustine’s 
understanding of love as a unifying force between the will and intellect represents a more complete picture 
of human loving than Frankfurt offers, even concerning the limited experience that Frankfurt is attempting 
to draw out. 
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accordance with some of them, in opposition to others.”155 This duality of the nature of 
love – as having both active and passive features156 – has important implications for our 
moral lives. I will discuss the implications of the active/passive duality of love in 
subsequent chapters. For now, it will do to observe that rightly ordered loves will attach 
to goods appropriately, while disordered loves will attach to goods excessively or 
deficiently, and the actions and emotions that stem from these attachments are “bad, if the 
love is bad, and good if the love is good.”157 Following Augustine’s lead, the following 
argument will be based in conceptual analysis rather than etymology. With this in mind, 
we can turn to Vacek’s account. 
In Love, Human and Divine, Vacek describes the relationship in which Christians 
ought to engage with God and with their fellow human beings. When describing his 
project, he writes, “This book is an extended reflection on the transforming power of 
love, particularly, love of God. Since our hearts select what counts as valuable to us, I 
also hope to show how our life-giving relation to God shapes our moral lives.”158 His 
view is grounded in the premise that love, as an affective force that assents to the value of 
objects and motivates changes in our character or action, is the foundation of Christian 
morality, and its importance to God’s being and an individual’s sense of self cannot be 
overstated – a view that clearly parallels Augustine’s. 
                                                 
155 Robert A. Markus, “Augustine. Human Action: Will and Virtue,” in The Cambridge History of 
Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed. A.H. Armstrong (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1967), 384.  
156 Cf. Mark A. Wilson, “The Emotion of Regret in an Ethics of Response” (PhD diss., Indiana 
University, 2007). 
157 Augustine, City of God, XIV.7. 
158 Edward Collins Vacek, Love, Human and Divine: The Heart of Christian Ethics (Washington, 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 1994), 1. 
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Vacek discusses various elements of a Christian’s love relationship with God, self 
and neighbor, and he emphasizes the motivational, developmental and encouraging 
aspects of loving that lead to the flourishing of both the lover and the beloved.159 While, 
on this view (and on Augustine’s), the beloved is valued in her existential particularity, 
love also leads the beloved toward her true perfection; at the same time, the lover is 
changed by the act of loving and takes on a new aspect of self as “lover.” Vacek writes 
that love is both “an emotional, affirming participation in the dynamic tendency of an 
                                                 
159 I should note, here, that when considering the different forms of love – agape (love “for the 
sake of the beloved”), eros (love “for our own sake”), and philia (love “for the sake of a relationship we 
have with the beloved”) – Vacek claims that “all three may be forms of cooperating with God. Each kind of 
love, however, creates or contributes to a different kind of relation with the beloved. … Needless to say, we 
can exercise more than one kind of love in any given activity. We are quite capable of mixed motives, and 
we usually have ‘mixed loves’” (ibid., 157). By “mixed loves,” I take it, Vacek does not want to convey a 
double-mindedness of the sort Augustine condemns, but rather an understanding that human beings 
practice loving in different ways toward different goods, according to the particularities of the beloved. 
When love is understood this way, as responding to and creating distinct relational narratives, the different 
types of love need not be understood as contradictory; they can be seen instead as enabling us to pursue and 
relate to our beloved with the entirety of our being. Importantly, however, these ways of loving always 
must draw the lover and the beloved into further relationship with God. In the introduction to Confessions 
of Love, Craig J.N. de Paulo and Leonid Rudnytzky argue, “Perhaps, we can say that eros was not lost in 
the West, but absorbed by caritas, the Christian Latin translation of agape. Truly, what would Christian 
agape and caritas be like without eros? While the term eros does not appear in the New Testament for 
God’s love, it exists within (and, perhaps, beneath) the Christian use of agape. In this sense, then, the 
experience of eros permeates the Gospels. … Indeed, eros is present in agape; and it reveals itself in all of 
the tears, sighs, touches and kisses that appear in the Gospels, revealing the flesh and blood of Jesus. What 
love could better express the profound Christian mystery of the incarnation than eros?” (introduction 
to Confessions of Love: The Ambiguities of Greek Eros and Latin Caritas, ed. Craig J.N. de Paulo, et al. 
[New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2011], 15). Of course, I must note that this assertion contradicts 
Anders Nygren, who argues that eros and agape differ with “a universal, all-embracing opposition, 
touching every point” (Agape and Eros [New York, NY: Harper & Row Publishers, 1969], 205). Cf. 
William Riordan O’Connor, who explains that this contradiction is the consequence of Nygren’s 
deontological approach to love in tension with Augustine’s eudaimonistic approach: “One sees love as a 
duty, the other as an inclination of the will. One sees love as a sacred and mysterious phenomenon, beyond 
the power of human comprehension, the other sees love as a very human phenomenon, revealing the best 
and the worst in us, readily intelligible as the human being’s response to goodness in all its forms” (“The 
‘Uti/Frui’ Distinction in Augustine’s Ethics,” Augustinian Studies 14 [1983]: 49). Recall, however, that 
Augustine’s emphasis on relationality adjusts the eudaimonism of his account, which enables him to hold 
together the deontological conception of love with a eudaimonistic one – the two models are not 
incompatibatible. I will return to this in chapter five. 
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object to realize its fullness,”160 and “an actively receptive movement of the heart that 
creatively enhances the value of both the lover and the beloved through a union that 
affirms their respective dynamisms.”161 Love, then, is an active and passive emotion, as it 
requires the lover’s volitional assent to the value of an object and participation in that 
object’s life, as well as the lover’s willingness to be affected and motivated by the 
beloved and their shared love. Markus writes of Augustine that “upon this duality, in 
virtue of which human love is both what regulates and what is regulated, Augustine bases 
his discussion of the morality of human action.”162 
It is important to note that for Vacek, like Augustine, love is not purely 
subjective; there is objectivity in love. That is, a lover assents to and affirms the value of 
the beloved and the consequent influence the beloved and the act of loving will have on 
her. There can be right and wrong when it comes to loving. True love recognizes the 
objective value of the beloved, including all it is and all it can become; it does not 
arbitrarily create value where there is none or ignore value where it is present.163 “Dear 
brothers,” Augustine admonishes, “love what is really good.”164 
The overvaluation or neglect of certain values distorts love’s affirming movement 
by focusing too much on qualities that fail to appreciate the beloved’s whole self as it 
exists in reality. One’s participation in the hierarchy of goods is ingredient to one’s 
selfhood, so one must be valued according to one’s actual and potential individual 
                                                 
160 Vacek, Love, 44. 
161 Ibid., 66. 
162 Markus, “Augustine. Human Action,” in The Cambridge History, 385. 
163 For an enlightening discussion of Augustine on this issue, particularly in light of his distinction 
between cupiditas and caritas, see Babcock, “Cupiditas and Caritas,” in Augustine Today, 1-34. 
164 Augustine, Sermon 335c.13, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
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contribution to the goodness of creation – no more, no less. Thus, concerning “the love 
relation between God and ourselves,” Vacek writes that it “is one of existential 
participation. This love, to be true, must safeguard the proper way of being for both the 
Ground and the grounded.”165 
Vacek echoes Augustine by claiming that one’s earthly life and loves are fulfilled 
by a love relationship with God. In loving God, one becomes more of oneself and is able 
to love others with a more deeply personal and honest love. Vacek describes this as 
“unity-in-difference.” He writes: 
Existential or personal participation is a way of being united with “another” which 
does not diminish, but rather enhances, the distinctiveness of those who are 
united. … In a brief formula, this existential form of participation is a unity-in-
difference. Greater unity promotes greater personal differentiation. … The 
importance of this unity-in-difference appears in Christian spirituality. Unity with 
God and personal perfection grow in direct and not in inverse proportion. At the 
same time, the more religious consciousness sees creatures as related to God, the 
more it desacralizes these creatures by seeing that they are not God. Participation 
in God’s kingdom means moving forward to a realm where God will be all in all 
(1 Cor 15:28), yet each creature will attain its own proper perfection.166 
 
We can see, here, that because of love’s dynamic nature, love draws the lover and 
beloved closer to one another, while perfecting their distinct selves. Love does not cause 
either over-identification with the other, or pure other-regard. The selves of the beloved 
and the lover are made whole by the relational experience of love. As Vacek insists, 
“love-as-participation is a union that differentiates. The value and individuality of each 
participant is enhanced, not diminished, in love. Therefore, loving God is concomitant 
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with growing individuality and uniqueness in both God and ourselves.”167 Henry 
identifies this view in Augustine’s thought, as well: for Augustine, he claims, “God is the 
perfect, in fact, the only perfect prototype of that which all love between persons tends to 
achieve – absolute unity and yet distinction – to be one with the other, not by losing one’s 
identity but by perfecting it.”168 
 For Vacek, as Augustine, we must love God, ourselves and others in the 
objectively appropriate way if we are to live virtuously (i.e. to respond rightly to others, 
in light of our final end). The objectivity required for true love, then, affirms the actual 
goodness of the beloved, thereby strengthening and integrating the self rather than 
alienating it. Babcock explains that for Augustine, love (as caritas)  
seeks fulfillment where it can be found. … What is distinctively human – the soul 
with the capacities to think, to reason, to know – is not demeaned, but brought out 
of its emotive subjection to lesser things and realized in its full value. … This love 
does not set person against person, but rather joins person with person in the 
common bond of a shared love for a shared object.169 
  
Vacek warns of another pitfall in loving: focusing on a limited source of value in 
an object, rather than recognizing the many diverse sources of value in a given object or 
situation. On Vacek’s view, our “emotional apprehension of values … always will be 
partial.”170 He explains: 
Errors occur when some single value or set of values is seized upon to the neglect 
and detriment of other values. A disordered emotional life usually attends to 
something true, but only partially true. These value-mistakes lead to distortion 
and cause harm. It is not true that emotions are neither right nor wrong. When we 
inadequately value reality, reality will, in the long run, resist our false valuations, 
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168 Henry, Saint Augustine on Personality, 10. 
169 Babcock, “Cupiditas and Caritas,” in Augustine Today, 33. 
170 Vacek, Love, 9. 
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just as it resists our false perceptions and intellections. Sincerity is not a substitute 
for rightness.171  
 
Torchia notes the similarities in Augustine’s view when he writes, “For Augustine, the 
human will finds its fullest expression in those loves which bind us to the objects of our 
desire on a truly personal basis. From this standpoint, a good and moral life is one which 
mirrors the order of reality in regard to what we love and how we pursue those ends.”172 
 However, on Vacek’s view, we can educate our affective consciousness in order 
to apprehend a more complete complex of values to ensure that we value others in their 
actual particularity. He writes:  
We can over time correct our affective evaluations so that they accord with 
reality. Just as our intellect can be reeducated, so can our heart. By further contact 
with reality and further dialogue with fellow human beings and traditions, we 
learn that our ideas or emotions are askew. Then we have an opportunity to 
modify our previous ways of intellectually or emotionally relating to the world.173 
 
This line of argument has enormous implications for our ethical lives. If our emotions do 
not reflect a holistic understanding of ourselves and others – as I am arguing, if our loves 
do not register our own and others’ intellect, volition, affect, relationality and createdness 
– it is incumbent upon us to adjust our framework of self-understanding and judgment.  
As we discern our particular vocations and individual contributions to the 
goodness of creation, we will begin to act cooperatively with God in God’s creative 
vision. Vacek claims that “the contribution that each of us makes to justice or peace is 
irreplaceable. It is not an empty tautology to assert that without me God cannot do what 
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172 Torchia, “St. Augustine,” in Exploring Personhood, 117. 
173 Vacek, Love, 9. I will return to this line of thinking in chapter five. 
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God does through me.”174 In this, we ought to learn to value others in their particularity, 
too. Vacek writes,  
Whether we go to worship or to the soup kitchen, all should be done in response 
to and as part of our relation with God. This is not a matter of God first, after that 
others, and then perhaps one’s self. God asks our whole heart all the time, and our 
love for creatures should increasingly be part of the way we cooperate with God. 
The Christian moral life is a love relationship with God.175  
 
Love, then, when it is authentic, motivates a sense of responsibility to others and a 
commitment to affirming the dignity of all.  
 Given this critical importance of love to Christian ethics, Christians must ensure 
that they love God wholeheartedly, openly and responsively, so that they can love 
themselves and their neighbors in all of their particularity. Because love is an affective 
movement of the intellect and will as it recognizes the value of its object, we can learn to 
love appropriately by adjusting our standards of evaluation, or what counts as valuable to 
us. As Vacek writes, “we learn what is beautiful or harmful or holy by interacting with 
objects that have these qualities. In these interactions, we find ourselves responding to 
these objects. … These responses become internalized habits, i.e., persistent patterns of 
… evaluation.”176 Here, too, we see the importance of habit and memory in love and 
virtue.  
By repeated exposure to our beloved, we will increase the spectrum of valuable 
characteristics that we love. When the pattern of our evaluation is grounded in our love of 
God, then, we will love ourselves and our neighbors more appropriately and integrally, 
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more honestly and concretely. To do this, Vacek suggests, Christians ought to “try to 
correct love gone awry through further acts of love. In that way, love moves from a 
mistaken, incomplete, or otherwise inadequate apprehension of the value of the beloved 
to a more complete emotional comprehension of the beloved’s goodness.”177  
Augustine holds a similar view. While, Augustine maintains, love always will be 
somewhat “awry” in this life, faith enables (and enjoins) us to work to develop and enact 
perfect love. Beyond the expected disorder of love that leads to wrong action, Augustine 
notices that concupiscence “often exerts its immoderate desire even in the use of things 
which are allowable and right.” 178 In other words, even good actions performed for the 
right reasons are not guaranteed to bring about flourishing; sometimes, there are 
unconscious errors in one’s loving. Augustine gives this example: “In that real 
beneficence in which the just man consults his neighbour's welfare, things are sometimes 
done which are prejudicial, although it was thought that they would be advantageous. … 
[The resulting] trail of sadness, however, is the greater or the less, as each man has made 
more or less progress in his kindly purposes.”179   
To correct for errors in loving, then, Augustine thinks we must remain carefully 
attuned to the other and the effects our responses have upon her, and we must maintain a 
firm resolve to continue to practice loving as we grow in grace. Hampson and Hoff 
explain that as we attempt to reorder our loves, “there is a dynamic at work in which 
                                                 
177 Ibid., 46. 
178 Augustine, On Man’s Perfection in Righteousness, 8.18, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 
First Series, Vol. 5, trans. Peter Holmes and Robert Ernest Wallis and rev. by Benjamin B. Warfield, ed. 
Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887,) rev. and ed. for New Advent by 
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‘scientia’ (the knowledge and love of created things) eventually gives way to ‘sapientia’ 
(wisdom, the love of sacred and divine things).180 In sum, on Augustine’s view, “Our 
righteousness in this pilgrimage is this – that we press forward to that perfect and full 
righteousness in which there shall be perfect and full love in the sight of His glory.”181  
2.4 Augustine’s Moral Psychology of Love and Justice 
 
 The conception of human nature and the human telos presented in the previous 
sections sets the stage for Augustine’s view of ordered loves and right relations as the 
epitome of justice. Because, for Augustine, human beings are constituted by the intellect, 
affect and will, and these are situated within and defined by relational contexts, the 
relational contexts within which one acts must encourage the full and proper use of these 
human capacities, if they are to be “right.” Further, human beings must engage in 
reflective discernment to ensure that the relationships in which they participate uphold 
and encourage the flourishing of the entire human family. This relational anthropology 
corresponds to Augustine’s moral psychology of love, and, in turn, to his account of the 
virtue of justice and its external expression.182 Since this dissertation is focusing on 
justice, particularly justice as it should be pursued in our current political climate, this 
section will illuminate the connection Augustine draws between rightly ordered love and 
justice.183 
                                                 
180 Hampson and Hoff, “Whose Self? Which Unification?,” 559. Cf. Augustine, On the Trinity, 
XII.4.25. 
181 Augustine, On Man’s Perfection in Righteousness, 8.18. 
182 For an insightful discussion of the necessity and possibility of dialogue between theology and 
psychology, see Hampson and Hoff, “Whose Self? Which Unification?” I will return to their arguments in 
upcoming chapters. 
183 Gene Outka discusses three ways of relating love (as agape) and justice – opposition, 
distinction, indentification – and he claims that the differences in these positions can be attributed largely to 
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For Augustine, love of God is the root of all virtue. He writes, “As to virtue 
leading us to a happy life, I hold virtue to be nothing else than perfect love of God. For 
the fourfold division of virtue [i.e. temperance, fortitude, justice, and prudence] I regard 
as taken from four forms of love.”184 While Augustine does not equate these virtues with 
love, he does understand love to be a necessary condition for each of them. On 
Augustine’s view, love is that “on which hangs the whole law,”185 so, as John Langan 
puts it, love is “the virtue which ... enables us to meet all the obligations of the law.”186 
Justice, therefore, is impossible without love; or, to borrow from Clark, “Love … is the 
indispensable basis for the realization of justice.”187 Correspondingly, since justice is 
derived from a form of love, if one fails to possess justice, one fails to possess that form 
of love. Love is incomplete without justice. Augustine defines true love as this: “that 
                                                 
different conceptions of justice (Agape: An Ethical Analysis, Yale Publications in Religion 17 [New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1972], 92). These are: “Similar treatment for similar cases,” “To each according 
to his merit or works,” “To each the same thing,” “To each according to his needs” (ibid., 89-91). For 
Outka, “The issue about the relation between ‘love and justice’ would be a good deal clearer if such 
different possibilities were acknowledged” (ibid., 92). Outka’s point is well taken: an argument concerning 
love and justice depends upon clear conceptions of love and of justice. My project, however, is to add a 
dimension to the conceptions of justice considered by Outka – namely, that of justice as rightly ordered 
love and right relations. This moral-psychological, relational perspective leaves room to enact traditional 
understandings of justice. However, it maintains that those conceptions are not absolute or perfect but must 
be informed by narrative context and acted upon with right intentions. Given this relational paradigm, 
Outka’s suggestion for love’s effect on justice is helpful: “One issue agape is likely to affect is that of 
priorities. For agapeistic pressures extend by and large in the following directions: needs typically will be 
emphasized before merit, other sorts of differences between persons … will be played down, privilege will 
always have to be justified” (ibid). 
184 Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, 15.25. 
185 Augustine, Letter 167, 5.16, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 1, trans. 
J.G. Cunningham, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887), rev. and ed. 
for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102167.htm>. 
186 John P. Langan, “Augustine on the Unity and the Interconnection of the Virtues,” Harvard 
Theological Review 72, nos. 1-2 (April 1979): 93. 
187 Mary T. Clark, “Augustine on Justice,” in Augustine and Social Justice, ed. Teresa Delgado, 
John Doody, and Kim Paffenroth, Augustine in Conversation: Tradition and Innovation (Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2015), 8. 
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while holding fast to the truth, we may live justly.”188 We can see, then, that love is the 
prerequisite for justice, but just activity is a necessary expression of love, without which 
love is “mere desire.”189 
As Robert Dodaro has noted, however, Augustine’s understanding of what justice 
entails developed over the course of his work, moving from the classical Greek and 
Roman definition of giving everyone his due, to the Christian notion of owing love to 
God and neighbor, until finally settling upon the concept of “‘righteousness’ ... the 
condition of the soul whereby it stands in a ‘right,’ because rightly ordered, relationship 
with God, its Creator.”190 This understanding of justice as “right order” is tied to 
Augustine’s conception of the ordo amoris, or right order of love. As Markus puts it, 
“This definition [of virtue as rightly ordered love] brings together features of 
[Augustine’s] reflection on virtue which can be traced to his early writings: the concern 
to explain virtue in terms of love, and to describe the life of virtue in terms of order.”191  
Again, it is fundamental to Augustine’s thinking that everything that God created 
is good (although all things are not equally good).192 There is an order of being, in which 
                                                 
188 Augustine, On the Trinity, VIII.7.10. 
189 Ibid. I should note that Anthony Parel claims that “whereas both Plato and Aristotle saw the 
basic harmony of love and justice in civil society (in fact they called for the reinforcement of the one by the 
other), Augustine saw them in alternative terms; one is tempted to say, in exclusive terms. His attitude on 
this issue was such that he was obliged to redefine civil society as that which was held together not so 
much by justice as by love” (“Justice and Love in the Political Thought of St. Augustine,” in Grace, 
Politics and Desire: Essays on Augustine, ed. Hugo A. Meynell [Calgary, Alberta: University of Calgary 
Press, 1990], 71). I argue, however, that for Augustine, a civil society “held together … by love” 
necessarily must be grounded in justice, too. I will grant that he re-conceptualizes the notion of what it 
means to be just – but it is this conception that, I argue, must be pursued in political life, today. 
190 Robert Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society in the Thought of Augustine (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 4. 
191 Markus, “Augustine. Human Action,” in The Cambridge History, 386. 
192 Augustine, Confessions, VII.12. 
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each good participates in a hierarchy of goodness, and both constitutes and is constituted 
by its relationship to others in that hierarchy. Thus, each part serves to enhance the 
goodness of the whole. As Joseph Torchia puts it, “In Augustinian terms, the universe is a 
‘cosmos’ in the classical sense of that term – that is, an ordered scheme whose parts share 
in and derive their intelligibility from the greater whole.”193 For Augustine, the order of 
our loves must correspond to this hierarchy of goodness, so that we love each good to the 
extent to which it is actually desirable. Human beings, made in the image of God, are 
equal in the hierarchy, and are “linked together by a common fellowship based on a 
common nature” that is grounded in their capacity for virtue, as well as their common 
weakness.194  
Love, as a movement of the will that desires and attaches to the good the lover 
finds in the beloved,195 is evidence of the lover’s values. Torchia reminds us that for 
Augustine, “The order of our loves ... must parallel the order of the whole: that which is 
highest in being should hold the highest place in our scale of loves; creatures, in turn, 
should be loved in proportion to their varying degrees of dignity and worth.”196 Because, 
for Augustine, earthly things are imbued with value by the Creator, they must always be 
loved in their particularity as created beings – to ignore the creaturely aspect of their 
nature is to fail to value them holistically.197  
                                                 
193 Torchia, “The Significance of Ordo,” in Augustine: Presbyter Factus Sum, 270. 
194 Augustine, City of God, XVIII.2. 
195 Cf. Markus, “Augustine. Human Action,” in The Cambridge History, 381-383. 
196 Torchia, “The Significance of Ordo,” in Augustine: Presbyter Factus Sum, 270. 
197 Importantly, Augustine gives helpful guidelines for determining how to order our loves in 
regard to human beings, who are created equal. For example, he writes that “all men are to be loved 
equally. But since you cannot do good to all, you are to pay special regard to those who, by the accidents of 
time, or place, or circumstance, are brought into closer connection with you. For, suppose that you had a 
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Importantly, one’s actions express the extent to which one values goods 
appropriately, in light of this hierarchy of goodness – i.e. the extent to which one’s loves 
are ordered rightly. Love, on Augustine’s view, motivates action: good actions will come 
from rightly ordered loves, while harmful actions are a consequence of excessive or 
deficient attachment to earthly goods.198 When one fails to love God wholeheartedly, one 
attaches to other things excessively or deficiently and fails to truly value them, which 
causes unhappiness, alienation and wrong action. Love of God enables one to love 
earthly things properly and in the right amount, and actions stemming from this love are 
virtuous. This is why Augustine maintains that “a brief and true definition of virtue is 
‘rightly ordered love.’”199 
I should emphasize, here, that because love is the condition for the possibility of 
justice, the internal motivations of an agent are a critical aspect of justice, on this view. 
Justice is the activity of rightly ordered loves: justice is that which maintains rightly 
ordered loves internally, and works to make manifest this right order in the public realm. 
Insofar as rightly ordered loves will serve to recognize and uphold the fundamental equal 
worth of human beings, true justice will aim to facilitate right relations, to maintain the 
                                                 
great deal of some commodity, and felt bound to give it away to somebody who had none, and that it could 
not be given to more than one person; if two persons presented themselves, neither of whom had either 
from need or relationship a greater claim upon you than the other, you could do nothing fairer than choose 
by lot to which you would give what could not be given to both. Just so among men: since you cannot 
consult for the good of them all, you must take the matter as decided for you by a sort of lot, according as 
each man happens for the time being to be more closely connected with you” (On Christian Doctrine, 
I.28.29). He thus helps to ease the conceptual tension that arises when the entire human community is 
considered to be one’s neighbor. For further reading on this moral tension, see John P. Reeder, “Extensive 
Benevolence,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 26, no. 1 (Spring 1998). 
198 Cf. Augustine, “On the Free Choice of the Will,” I.15.31.106-I.16.35.116, in On the Free 
Choice of the Will. 
199 Augustine, City of God, XV.22. 
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“common fellowship.” Actions performed without this end in mind cannot be just, in the 
full sense of the word. As Augustine writes, “The diverse intention therefore makes the 
things done diverse. Though the thing be one, yet if we measure it by the diverse 
intentions, we find the one a thing to be loved, the other to be condemned. … Such is the 
force of charity. See that it alone discriminates, it alone distinguishes the doings of 
men.”200 For justice to be manifest in one’s activity, then, one must act with the right 
intention – i.e. with the aim of right relations.201  
 As I take it, this connection of right order to justice and love serves as the 
foundation of the relationship between the two virtues, and it closes the gap, as it were, 
between the public and private spheres. Because, on Augustine’s view, love motivates 
action,202 justice depends upon one’s loves being rightly ordered so that one will act (and 
feel) rightly – i.e. one will act so as to facilitate right relations. Augustine maintains that 
in the public realm, rulers act rightly “by sanctioning with suitable vigour laws that order 
just behavior and prevent its opposite.”203 Love, then, cannot be simply a virtue of the 
private realm. In that love, rightly ordered or not, motivates action, all activity, on this 
account, is a consequence of love. If political activity is to institute laws that order 
genuinely just behavior, politics must be engaged with rightly ordered loves, and justice 
                                                 
200 Augustine, Homilies on the First Epistle of John, VII.7, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 
First Series, Vol. 7, trans. H. Browne, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 
1888), rev. and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/170207.htm>. 
201 Cf. Augustine, City of God, XIX.13. 
202 Augustine, Confessions, XIII.9. 
203 Augustine, Ep. 185.19, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
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must be implemented with an eye toward right relations. As Augustine writes, one 
“[destroys] justice by failing to love the person [one is] judging.”204 
2.5 Summary 
 
 In this chapter, I have identified Augustine’s view of human beings as intellectual, 
volitional, affective, and relational creatures – a view on which he grounds his conception 
of faith, virtue and the human telos. For Augustine, the flourishing of human beings 
depends on the use of each identity constitutive characteristic in the pursuit of right 
relations between God, self, others and all creation. Only when each element of the self is 
fully and properly contributing to a person’s actions can one engage in right relations and 
establish a society of justice and peace. 
 I also have discussed the critical importance of love to this account. Love serves 
to unify the person – insofar as love motivates one to seek and commit to what is true and 
good, to feel appropriately about given circumstances, and to relate to others, self, and 
God in a mutually-edifying manner, love is the key to our knowing, willing, feeling and 
relating. However, love must be conditioned by one’s knowledge and will in order for 
one to love rightly. Love must be evaluated and monitored to ensure that one is pursuing 
the good with each facet of herself. If one loves what is not in fact good, then one must 
adjust one’s love away from falsity and toward the truth – failure to do this keeps one’s 
intellect in ignorance and one’s will in weakness; that is, it keeps one from flourishing 
fully. While overcoming ignorance and weakness depends upon the grace of God, there 
are steps one can take to assess and correct one’s love. 
                                                 
204 Augustine, Sermon 13.8, ibid. 
 The Heart of Justice: An Augustinian Ethic of Relational Responsibility 86 
 
 
This moral psychology of love leads Augustine to maintain the importance of love 
to justice – insofar as justice depends on love, we must cultivate rightly ordered loves that 
enable us to act justly in political life. In the words of Babcock, “In converting the 
question of human happiness into a question of human love, Augustine also drew its 
social dimension into the very heart of the matter.”205 Augustine’s insistence on right 
feeling, right intention, and the relationality of human beings ensures that his ethic of 
love and justice goes all the way down. The next chapters will expound on these claims, 
illuminating precisely those areas of Augustine’s account that I see as most relevant for 
contemporary justice discourse. 
The picture I have painted thus far, however, ignores the unsavory elements of 
Augustine’s thought that make the relation of his account to liberal politics problematic – 
e.g. his rejection of non-Christian virtue and his support of religious coercion. These 
rather austere views must be addressed if I am to show that this account has a place in 
secular politics. In chapter three, then, I will clarify Augustine’s view of virtue, teasing 
out the nuances of his account that necessitate his claim that there is no virtue apart from 
Christ, and I will argue that his view of justice improves upon secular conceptions while 
still embracing secular goods. 
Let me acknowledge, here, that these claims about personhood or a human telos 
are not claims that Rawls or Rorty would accept, prima facie. I have said nothing explicit 
in this chapter of the dialogue that I see occurring between Rawls and Rorty, for example, 
and Augustine, but I am aware that this is an essential task for my project – indeed, this 
                                                 
205 Babcock, “Cupiditas and Caritas,” in Augustine Today, 31. 
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task grounds the heart of my argument. I ask the reader to bear with me as I continue to 
lay the groundwork of Augustine’s thought before discussing its positive contribution to 
these contemporary considerations of justice. 
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Chapter 3: Augustinian Justice and Secular Politics – A Defense 
 
In the previous chapter, I discussed Augustine’s account of the relation between 
love and justice, which inheres primarily in right order and is apparent in the pursuit of 
right relationships. The linchpin of Augustine’s thought is this doctrine of rightly ordered 
love, which facilitates right relations; and this doctrine is made clear in his views of 
human nature, selfhood and the human telos. While Augustine is not unique in 
identifying a relationship between love and justice, or in putting justice in the context of 
“right relations,” he certainly is an excellent resource for thinking through these concepts 
and applying them with an accessible political outlook. Also, his emphases on 
relationality and the moral psychology of love grant his account particular import in both 
biblically-informed considerations of right relations and secular political views of justice.  
Augustine’s view often is read as overly idealistic, pessimistic and dualistic206 – it 
is, after all, impossible for human beings to possess a consistent disposition of rightly 
ordered loves or to abide constantly in right relations. In addition, establishing a society 
that adheres to a specific understanding of these concepts seems impractical in – and, 
indeed, contrary to – a diverse political culture. Further, Augustine does not admit the 
possibility that right relations can be achieved in the earthly city apart from the grace of 
God. On his view, the secular population is inherently deficient in justice, and even 
Christians cannot expect to experience true justice in earthly affairs.  
                                                 
206 For an overview of such (mis)readings, see Peter J. Hampson and Johannes Hoff, “Whose Self? 
Which Unification? Augustine’s Anthropology and the Psychology-Theology Debate,” New Blackfriars, 
2010, 550. 
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In light of this, it is easy to read Augustine as a pessimist who denounces the 
temporal world and human activity, and as an anti-liberal thinker who advocates an 
austere ethic of uncritical obedience to divine law. He is often criticized as being a dualist 
whose focus is raised so intently to the heavenly city that he can only regard life in the 
earthly city with, at best, resigned tolerance. After all, his refusal to recognize virtue as 
anything other than “perfect love of God”207 and his support for religious coercion do 
lend themselves to these perceptions. If one considers these views in isolation from 
Augustine’s broader theology, they seem to support a deterministic, dualistic perspective 
that is fundamentally unjust, even on Augustinian terms.208 As John Langan cautions, 
views such as these are problematic for any moral theory “that aspires to be universal, 
and also for Christians who live in a world that is characterized by both religious 
pluralism and secular unbelief.”209 
However, Jean Bethke Elshtain helpfully, if sardonically, labels this reading 
“Augustine Lite,” which, she claims, presents “a shriven Augustine, numbered among the 
pessimists and charged with being among those who stress human cruelty and violence 
with a concomitant need for order, coercion, punishment, and occasional war.”210 
Frederick Van Fleteren, too, defends Augustine against the charge of dualism, writing, 
                                                 
207 Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, 15.25, from Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, First Series, Vol. 4, trans. Richard Stothert, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature 
Publishing Co., 1887), rev. and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1401.htm>. 
208 That is, such a perspective would undermine Augustine’s commitment to upholding the dignity 
and equality of human beings. 
209 John P. Langan, “Augustine on the Unity and the Interconnection of the Virtues,” Harvard 
Theological Review 72, nos. 1-2 (April 1979): 95. 
210 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Why Augustine? Why Now?,” in Augustine and Postmodernism: 
Confession and Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2004), 245. 
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“Dualism is a much used, and abused, term. … [Augustine] maintains the existence of 
body and soul, but he is no dualist; he teaches free will and grace, but he is no dualist; he 
teaches the city of God and the city of man, but he is no dualist.”211 It should be clear by 
now that Augustine does not reject temporal things, as such; indeed, to do so, on his 
view, would be to contradict God’s affirmation and to devalue God’s creation. Rather, 
Augustine warns against disordered loves that attach excessively or deficiently to good 
things. As Augustine admonishes, “Are you told not to love anything? Not at all! If you 
are to love nothing, you will be lifeless, dead, detestable, miserable. Love, but be careful 
what you love.”212  
It is my contention that when examined in light of this account of rightly ordered 
loves and right relations, Augustine’s predestinationism and support for religious 
coercion do not detract from the potential of Augustinian justice to contribute to 
considerations of justice in liberal-democratic society. Augustine’s understanding of the 
nuances of human nature enables him to hold a rich and practical conception of political 
justice, encompassing and nurturing all facets of human nature while accounting for its 
inevitable shortcomings. Thus, Augustine’s account of right relations serves as an 
excellent springboard from which to launch considerations of justice in contemporary 
political and social life. 
                                                 
211 Frederick Van Fleteren, introduction to Louis Sébastien, Le Nain de Tillemont, The Life of 
Augustine of Hippo, Part Two: The Donatist Controversy (396-411), trans. Frederick Van Fleteren (New 
York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2012), 2: xvii, originally published as Mémoire Ecclésiastique: Volume 
XIII. 
212 Augustine, Sermon 1179, as cited in Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint 
Augustine, trans. L.E.M. Lynch (New York: Random House, 1960), 135. Cf. Augustine, Sermon 335c.13, 
in Augustine: Political Writings, ed. E.M. Atkins and R.J. Dodaro (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001). 
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Because my project is meant to situate Augustine’s moral psychology of love 
within the context of political relations, this chapter will defend the applicability of this 
account against claims that it is irrelevant to contemporary political activity. As I take it, 
Augustine holds two views that are primarily responsible for the difficulties that occur in 
reconciling his account with secular politics: first, his denial of secular virtue, combined 
with his insistence that the cultivation of Christian virtue is completely dependent on 
God’s grace; and second, his support for religious coercion. Sections one and two, then, 
will offer an account of these views that defuses their unsavory aspects, while, I hope, 
remaining true to Augustine’s broader theology.  
Section one will provide an overview of Augustine’s account of predestination, 
and I will suggest a way of reconstructing his view to one that not only affirms God’s 
universal salvific will, but is, indeed, more consistent with Augustine’s interpersonal 
theology. With this foundation in place, I will explicate Augustine’s view of virtue and its 
manifestation in secular politics, relying heavily on Robert Dodaro’s reading of 
Augustine’s politics to do so. In section two, I will defend Augustine against Hannah 
Arendt’s critique that the love Augustine advocates is “unspeakable,” interior, and 
exclusive – and hence, anti-political. This is a criticism that must be reckoned with since, 
if Arendt is right, my claim that Augustine’s is a necessary voice in current justice 
discourse is invalid. Section three will explore Augustine’s account of religious coercion, 
focusing especially on the limits he places on its imposition. 
This chapter should mollify readers who worry that religious fanaticism and 
pessimism toward human affairs are blemishes on an Augustinian account that preclude 
 Chapter 3: Augustinian Justice and Secular Politics – A Defense 93 
 
this from being a valid or relevant voice in the realm of liberal politics. Insofar as rightly 
ordered loves and right relations are at the foreground of his thought, Augustine provides 
a means – internal to his account – by which to correct for any overly-ambitious claims 
contained in his arguments. Further, as I will show, his support of religious coercion and 
his (mislabeled) pessimism are not as harsh as they might at first appear, and, indeed, are 
compatible with a liberal-democratic understanding of justice. 
3.1 Prevenient Grace 
 
The view of justice as an expression of love that is aimed toward right relations is 
certainly an admirable ideal, but it is important to ask whether Augustine’s commitment 
to seemingly unpalatable views, such as that of his predestinationism, limits the 
usefulness of this account or undermines his conception of right relations. In other words, 
insofar as Augustine ascribes the possession of virtue only to those who love God, while 
also maintaining that God arbitrarily chooses those who will love God, it could be 
thought that his account has implications only for Christian activity, if at all. In what 
follows, I will clarify Augustine’s view of virtue, teasing out the nuances of his account 
that necessitate his claim that there is no virtue apart from Christ, and I will argue that his 
view of justice improves upon secular conceptions while still embracing secular goods. 
The question to be explored, here, is two part: first, we must ask if Augustine’s 
account of prevenient grace must be exclusionary to the degree that he presents it in his 
mature thought (i.e. must an Augustinian ethic remain committed to the view that God 
predestines some people to receive his grace, thereby preventing everyone else from 
possessing virtue); and second, we must ask if Augustine’s account is too exclusionary in 
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its vision of the good life (i.e. can an Augustinian ethic of right relations be compatible 
with a secular understanding of political justice). 
I will begin with an overview of Augustine’s account of predestination and grace 
to orient this discussion within Augustine’s thought. However, because this section will 
focus primarily on the distinction between Christian and secular virtue, and the 
contribution Augustine recognizes each to make to public justice, mine will be a limited 
overview of his understanding of prevenient grace, rather than a comprehensive analysis. 
I will attend specifically to the issue of prevenient grace insofar as it is problematic for 
my account of justice – namely, insofar as it is necessary to determine whether 
Augustine’s doctrine makes this kind of justice untenable for those who have not been, 
on Augustine’s view, the lucky recipients of the grace of God that enables rightly ordered 
loves. Then, I will move to the implications this has for Augustine’s view of Christian 
and secular virtue. 
While Augustine’s doctrine of predestination did change over the course of his 
writing from a somewhat merit-based account to a fundamentally gratuitous one, his 
polemics against the Pelagians show that he adamantly affirmed the latter until the end of 
his life.213 Indeed, Augustine explicitly retracts his claims that human merit has any role 
in the reception of grace. He writes of his early view, “I had not yet sought diligently 
                                                 
213 For a concise but detailed overview of the specifics of the transformation of Augustine’s 
thought, see Pasquale Porro, “Divine Predestination, Human Merit and Moral Responsibility: The 
Reception of Augustine’s Doctrine of Irresistible Grace in Thomas Aquinas, Henry of Ghent and John 
Duns Scotus,” in Fate, Providence and Moral Responsibility in Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern 
Thought, ed. Pieter d’Hoine and Gerd Van Riel (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven University Press, 2014). 
 Chapter 3: Augustinian Justice and Secular Politics – A Defense 95 
 
enough or discovered up to this time what is the nature of ‘the election of grace,’” 
amending this view to state that “this certainly is not grace if any merits precede it.”214 
Augustine argues, then, that grace is given to a specific number of people, whom 
God, out of pure mercy, destines for eternal life with him. While God lovingly creates 
and sustains all of humanity, he redeems only a select few.215 Augustine writes: 
God almighty, the supreme and supremely good creator of all beings, who assists 
and rewards good wills, while he abandons and condemns the bad (and yet he 
controls both good and bad) surely did not fail to have a plan whereby he might 
complete the fixed number of citizens predestined in his wisdom, even out of the 
condemned human race. He does not now choose them for their merits, seeing 
that the whole mass of mankind has been condemned as it were in its infected 
root; he selects them by grace and shows the extent of his generosity to those who 
have been set free not only in his dealings with them but also in his treatment of 
those who have not been freed.216 
 
Note that Augustine further distinguishes between those who are predestined for eternal 
life – “the elect” – and those who are granted grace to live rightly for a time. For 
Augustine, because “many are called, but few are elected,”217 “anyone who has been 
elected has no doubt also been called. But anyone who has been called has not thereby 
been elected.”218  
He explains that perseverance is given to some but not others, and it is 
perseverance in love of God that leads to eternal life. However, Augustine notes that 
grace may be given to some for a short time so that they will live rightly and experience 
                                                 
214 Augustine, Retractations, 22.2 (trans. Sister M. Inez Bogan, The Fathers of the Church: A New 
Translation 60 [Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1968]). 
215 Cf. Augustine, City of God, V.9. This distinction brought to my attention in John Dool’s 
treatment of the Thomistic doctrine of predestination. I will return to Dool’s argument shortly, as it is 
significant for my own account. 
216 Ibid., XIV.26. 
217 Matthew 20:16 and 22:14 
218 Augustine, “On Reprimand and Grace,” 7.14, in On the Free Choice of the Will. 
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the joy of loving God. Insofar as they do not receive the further gift of perseverance, 
however, they do not belong to the city of God. Still, he insists, their actions while under 
grace are fully virtuous: “They were in the good,” he writes, “but since they did not 
continue in it, that is, they did not persevere up to the end, ‘they were not one of us’ even 
when they were with us.”219 
Augustine is committed to this doctrine of predestination because of the logic of 
God’s omnipotence and infallibility – i.e. whatever God wills comes to pass; not all 
people have turned to God; therefore, God does not will all people to turn to him. 
Augustine, however, still maintains the human will as the agent of choice. For Augustine, 
while God must bestow his grace upon a person in order for that person to turn to him, a 
person’s choice to respond affirmatively to God’s call is a necessary and cooperative 
feature of response. Augustine puts it like this: 
If, as the Truth says, Every man that has learned comes, it follows, of course, that 
whoever does not come has not learned. But who can fail to see that 
a man's coming or not coming is by the determination of his will? This 
determination, however, may stand alone, if the man does not come; but if he 
does come, it cannot be without assistance; and such assistance, that he not 
only knows what it is he ought to do, but also actually does what he thus knows. 
And thus, when God teaches, it is not by the letter of the law, but by the grace of 
the Spirit. But every one who has learned of the Father not only has the possibility 
of coming, but comes; and in this result are already included the motion of the 
capacity, the affection of the will, and the effect of the action.”220  
 
                                                 
219 Ibid., 9.20. 
220 Augustine, On the Grace of Christ and On Original Sin, I.15, from Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, First Series, Vol. 5, trans. Peter Holmes and Robert Ernest Wallis, rev. Benjamin B. Warfield, ed. 
Philip Schaff. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887), rev. and ed. for New Advent by 
Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/15061.htm>.  
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Frederick Van Fleteren explains that “grace so informs the will that the good becomes 
delightful. … That good is then chosen unfailingly, but not necessarily. Without grace the 
human will does not choose the good. But with grace the human being freely does so.”221 
It is important to note that on Augustine’s view, grace, rather than violating 
human free will, actually enables human beings to act freely – i.e. to abide in the creative 
goodness of love, which constituted human nature prior to the fall. God’s grace initiates 
the love that frees the will to act rightly. Augustine, at least in his mature thought, thinks 
of free will in both a positive and a negative sense. For Augustine, “free will” indicates 
the ability to make up one’s own mind, from a human perspective, but it also, and more 
importantly, connotes the liberation of the will from the bondage of sin (and its effects of 
ignorance and weakness).222 As Gerald Bonner explains, “Augustine maintained … that 
free choice existed in the fallen human will, but could only be exercised for good after 
the reception of the gift of grace.”223 Thus, Augustine claims that “he would win a good 
reward with a rightly directed will that was divinely helped, but an evil retribution with a 
perverted will that deserted God. Now man could not even trust in the help of God 
                                                 
221 Frederick Van Fleteren, introduction to Louis Sébastien, Le Nain de Tillemont, The Life of 
Augustine of Hippo, Part Three: The Pelagian Crisis (411-430), trans. Frederick Van Fleteren (New York, 
NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2015), 3: xxiv, originally published as Mémoire Ecclésiastique: Volume XIII. 
Cf. J.B. Mozley. who argues contrarily that “the fall deprived man of freewill, and inclined his nature 
irrestibly to evil. … [Therefore] a grace is now given him suited to an entirely impotent nature, wholly 
controlling choice and action, and leading irresistibly to good” (A Treatise on the Augustinian Doctrine of 
Predestination, 2nd ed. [New York, NY: E.P. Dutton & Company, 1878], 154). 
222 Cf. Augustine, “On the Free Choice of the Will,” I.15.32.109, in On the Free Choice of the 
Will, where he writes, “freedom … is genuine only if it belongs to happy people who adhere to the eternal 
law, but for now I am discussing the ‘freedom’ by which people who have no human masters think of 
themselves as free and which those who want to be set free by their human masters desire.” 
223 Gerald Bonner, Freedom and Necessity: St. Augustine's Teaching on Divine Power and Human 
Freedom (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 81. 
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without God’s help; but this did not mean that he did not have it in his power to withdraw 
from the benefits of divine grace.”224  
For Augustine, then, if authentic love grounds a person’s actions, it is the 
cooperative effect of God’s grace with her own free will. If, however, disordered love 
grounds a person’s actions, it is solely the fault of her will. Insofar as sin enslaves human 
beings by preventing them from acting according to their true nature, a free will is one 
that has received God’s grace and is uninhibited from responding to God’s love. Thus, 
Augustine writes, “The grace given through Jesus Christ our Lord is neither the 
knowledge of divine law, nor nature, nor simply the remission of sins. Rather, it brings it 
about that the Law is fulfilled and our nature is freed, preventing sin from having 
dominion.”225  
 Importantly, Augustine emphasizes that love constitutes the fulfillment of the law. 
No one, he writes, “is able to fulfil the law through the law. Love is the fulfilling of 
the law (Romans 13:10). And the love of God is not shed abroad in our hearts by the law, 
but by the Holy Ghost, which is given unto us (Romans 5:5). Grace, therefore, is pointed 
at by the law, in order that the law may be fulfilled by grace.”226 Augustine indicts the 
Pelagians for promoting the heresy that “the charity whereby we live righteously and 
devoutly is not [poured forth] from God in us, but from ourselves.”227 For Augustine, 
then, while a person can follow the normative prescriptions derived from the law without 
grace, grace makes moral activity robust and authentic because it is rooted in love.   
                                                 
224 Augustine, City of God, XIV.27. 
225 Augustine, “On Grace and Free Choice,” 14.27, in On the Free Choice of the Will. 
226 Augustine, On the Grace of Christ and On Original Sin, I.10. 
227 Augustine, Retractations, 22.1. 
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Augustine’s view might strike most contemporary readers as unconvincing – 
indeed, Augustine himself recognizes that his view might provoke some doubts. 
Arbitrarily denying even the possibility of salvation (or genuine virtue) to a person seems 
incompatible with a view of a loving and just God;228 and, further, to place blame for sin 
squarely on an individual’s will, while denying that a person can turn to God of her own 
free will, seems unfair.229 To those who have these doubts, however, Augustine writes: 
“If you admit that persevering in the good up to the end is God’s gift, then I think that 
you are as ignorant as I am why one person receives this gift and another does not. 
Neither of us at this point is able to penetrate the ‘inscrutable judgments’ of God.”230 
Augustine insists that both God’s prevenient grace and free will are to be affirmed.  
It is clear that Augustine is committed to this view because of the necessity of 
preserving God’s omnipotence, supremacy and infallibility; and it seems to me that his 
logic is right, insofar as focusing solely on these aspects of God’s being would not allow 
for the logical possibility of God’s universal salvific will. However, because Augustine’s 
theology is fundamentally relational, and because he recognizes that the ontological 
                                                 
228 Indeed, Bonner notes that “there is a callousness in Augustine’s attitude to the reprobate … 
which has to be set beside, and contrasted with, the emphasis he lays on love as the defining characteristic 
of God the Creator and His Elect” (Freedom and Necessity, 93). 
229 Cf. Prosper Alfaric, L’évolution intellectuelle de Saint Augustin: du Manichéisme au 
Néoplatonisme (Paris: Emile Nourry, 1918), particularly, here, his discussion on grace and free will, where 
he notes that Augustine’s insistence that the fallen state of humanity is a consequence of original sin, but 
human beings are no less culpable for their actions – that we sin through ignorance and weakness as much 
as through pure malice – is an important shift in the thought of Augustine: “D’après ce nouvel exposé, In 
liberté définie dans les chapitres précédents a existé seulement chez le premier homme el elle a été perdue 
pur sa faute. Nous sommes maintenant voués à l’erreur et à l’impuissance, sans pouvoir en sortir par nous-
mêmes. Mais cet état malheureux est la juste conséquence de la chute originelle et nos actes n'en sont pas 
moins coupables. On peut pécher par ignorance et par faiblesse autant que pur malice (Cf. De div. quaest. 
IXXXIII, q. xxvi). Ces idées s’écartent sensiblement de la doctrine générale du De libero arbitrio. Elles 
supposent une évolution nouvelle et fort importante de la pensée d'Augustin” (II.3, 503n. 1). 
230 Augustine, “On Reprimand and Grace,” 8.17, in On the Free Choice of the Will. 
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nature of God’s being is love,231 his view of predestination is inconsistent with the rest of 
his account.232 As Michael Scanlon argues, “Despite our need to modify and mollify 
Augustine’s teaching through a more hopeful recollection of God’s universal salvific will 
… [in no way is] pessimistic predestinationism essential to the notion of prevenient 
grace. It can be used to describe the human condition as embraced from the beginning by 
God’s universal salvific will.”233  
In other words, an Augustinian account need not remain committed to 
Augustine’s doctrine of predestinationism.234 His broader theology that recognizes the 
common sinfulness and common hope of humanity leaves room to extend his notion of 
prevenient grace (and, hence, the possibility of pursuing and acquiring virtue) to the 
entire human community. Augustine’s account, then, easily can be developed to 
incorporate more fully the role of love and free will in salvation. His theology of love 
                                                 
231 1 John 4:8 
232 Note that Augustine uses the ontological conception “God is love” to argue that grace is 
necessary for willing and acting, in addition to having the capacity to act (On the Grace of Christ, I.22). 
Basil Studer argues that for Augustine, “There can be no radical opposition between the grace of God and 
the grace of Christ, between creation and redemption. God, the almighty Father, who with utter freedom 
created the world through the Word is also the God who out of completely unmerited kindness has 
redeemed sinful humanity through the incarnate Word” (The Grace of Christ and the Grace of God in 
Augustine of Hippo: Christocentrism or Theocentrism?, trans. Matthew J. O'Connell (Collegeville, MN: 
The Liturgical Press, 1997], 157); further, he writes, “It is only insofar as the grace of Christ opens up new 
horizons that the depths of the grace of God reveal themselves fully. … It is only through the humility of 
the crucified Lord that reveals (or ‘commends,’ as Augustine likes to say) in a unique way that the grace of 
God has its origin in a love which is God's very self” (ibid., 158). I argue, however, that Augustine stops 
short of considering fully the implications of this Christocentric theology insofar as he, uncharacteristically, 
does not attend to the Trinitarian model of interpersonal love and the grace that both creates and redeems.   
233 Michael J. Scanlon, “Arendt’s Augustine,” in Augustine and Postmodernism: Confession and 
Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon [Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2004], 164. 
234 As Bonner describes it, “Augustine’s view is certainly grimmer than that of the majority of the 
Fathers; but it is often difficult for an admirer of Augustine – his detractors find no difficulty – to 
comprehend the sheer grimness of [Augustine’s] theology” (Freedom and Necessity, 89). I admit that this is 
probably true in my case, but I hope that the following argument underscores the ease with which a more 
hopeful account can be found in Augustine’s work. 
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provides a corrective for his view that neither undermines God’s omnipotence nor denies 
human free will. In this way, I think, we can find a ready answer to what Bonner calls the 
“the problem in assessing the apparently contradictory theology of Augustine,” which, he 
claims,  
… is the contrast between [Augustine’s] optimism as a preacher of the Gospel and 
the pessimism of his view of the fate of the overwhelming majority of humanity, 
his emphasis on love as the characteristic of Christian virtue within the Church, 
the Body of Christ, and his belief that those who shrink from the idea of the 
eternal punishment of the wicked are deceived by human good will.235 
 
Here, it will be helpful to turn to John Dool’s modification of the classical 
doctrine of predestination – although Dool works within the Thomistic tradition, his 
argument applies equally well to Augustine. Dool argues that classical thinking on 
predestination has neglected important implications of believing that the fundamental 
quality of God’s being is love. For Dool, “God’s universal causality in creation is not just 
an impersonal, metaphysical agency divorced from God’s personal being. Recognizing 
this has ramifications for how we conceive both God’s freedom and human freedom. 
God’s will is neither an arbitrary exercise nor is it subject to necessity; it is an expression 
of love, which is God’s pure act of being.”236 While the Catholic tradition on 
predestination has emphasized God’s infallibility and omnipotence, focusing on the way 
in which God – out of love – creates and sustains all human beings, while redeeming only 
the elect, it has, ironically, drawn a limited picture of God and God’s love.  
                                                 
235 Bonner, Freedom and Necessity, 98. 
236 John Dool, “Predestination, Freedom, and the Logic of Love,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic 
Thought and Culture 11, no. 3 (Summer 2008): 118. 
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Dool argues that by working “exclusively with God as one in regard to the issue 
of predestination, [this view] fails to make use of the vision of God’s being as 
interpersonal communion, which can radically expand and deepen our understanding of 
God’s love and how it is transformative of humanity.”237 Dool recognizes the Trinitarian 
model of relationship discussed in the previous chapter, arguing that God’s love must be 
unitive as well as creative, and this is essential to God’s own being. God’s love both 
initiates and sustains creation, and invites human beings further into relationship. This 
interpersonal dimension has been overlooked in theories of predestination. Insofar as 
Augustine distinguishes between God’s love as creative and God’s love as unitive, then, 
his understanding of God’s grace is limited (even on his own terms). Dool argues: 
[The distinction] between God’s sustaining activity on the one hand and the 
activity that would lead to union with God on the other … [creates] a division 
within the love of God for humanity, conceived as two separate activities rather 
than as two integral dimensions of one simple love. Thus we find Thomas [and, I 
argue, Augustine] making some less than convincing distinctions between God 
willing some good for certain persons but not their ultimate good of salvation, or 
God willing one thing antecedently but not consequently, without any sense of 
how these acts are grounded in the nature of a God whose very being is love.238  
 
Importantly, God exists in a relationship of interpersonal community, and this 
relationality is fundamentally constitutive of God’s being, as well as human beings, who 
are made in God’s likeness. 
Dool writes that this is critical to modifying classical thinking on predestination, 
since “the love of God that draws human persons into communion presupposes this 
                                                 
237 Ibid., 121. 
238 Ibid., 110, 116. Of course, this critique applies equally to Augustine, who makes the same 
distinction (as I discussed above). 
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quality, that we are beings who are created for and are responsive to that love.”239 In this 
way, Dool argues, God’s love not only creates the opportunity for us to love him, but it 
also empowers us to be more fully human. “The experience of love,” he writes, “is more 
than the mere precondition of human flourishing; it is the effective cause of our ability to 
fulfill our humanity.”240 To explicate this point, Dool cites John Sachs, who writes, “The 
paradox of human being as interpersonal is that what we need to live and to become self-
actualized is something which I must receive as a freely bestowed gift from others. To be, 
and to be a self, is a gift, it is the fundamental grace.”241 The understanding of human 
beings as fundamentally relational means that human beings are dependent upon their 
relationships with others for their very selfhood – for existence as well as actualization. 
As Dool puts it, “If the creative dimension of God’s love is the ground of the human 
ability to act freely in choosing to do this or that, the unitive dimension of God’s love is 
what makes human persons capable of the fullest realization of their free natures.”242 
This “empowering or causal character of love” Dool argues, is the key to 
reconstructing the doctrine of predestination. He writes: 
It is essential to be cognizant here of not falling into the illusory view … in which 
God is thought to allow human persons to choose or reject him by somehow 
granting them independence, as though God could “step aside” momentarily. 
Love makes freedom. In its creative dimension, God’s love is the cause of the 
possibility of free choice, the human ability to choose this or that thing or this or 
that action. But in its unitive dimension, that love creates the deeper freedom to 
dispose of oneself, the free act of deciding what kind of person one will be, what 
one will commit oneself to or stake one’s life upon.243 
                                                 
239 Ibid., 118. 
240 Ibid., 119. 
241 Ibid. (Original source: John Sachs, The Christian Vision of Humanity [Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 1991], 36-37.) 
242 Ibid. 
243 Ibid. 
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For Dool, love is fundamentally about granting those we love the opportunity to be and 
become who they are meant to be; it is about “letting [our beloved] be.”244 In other 
words, love creates a unique space within which human beings are able to flourish – it 
affirms who we are at present, while inviting us to become ourselves more fully. Thus, 
the love of God that creates and sustains human beings also invites human beings to 
participate in relationship with God.  
While Augustine would raise objections to this attempt to expand God’s 
redeeming will to cover the whole of humanity, Dool provides what I take to be a 
satisfying answer, albeit through a Thomistic lens: 
Thomas [and Augustine] would surely object that this affirmation of God’s 
universal salvific intention would make salvation a necessity since God’s will is 
infallible. This is an objection that must be taken seriously. God’s will is 
infallible, but it is infallible as love is, as that which unfailingly gives God’s 
beloved to themselves. This is not a limit on God’s power but a recognition of the 
character of that power. … By limiting his consideration of God’s love largely to 
its creative dimension in his discussion of predestination, Thomas fails to do 
justice to the intricacy of how God’s unitive love empowers the human person, 
not through the inexorable motion of God’s will but through the logic of love that, 
by its nature creates freedom for either communion or rejection.245 
 
Recognizing the call of God as the beckoning of love mitigates the problem of God’s 
supreme will – i.e. that some people choose to reject God is not a matter of God’s will 
being ineffective, but rather a matter of the kind of will it is. It is a will to love, which 
inevitably means a will to allow human beings to respond to or ignore that love – a will to 
“let [the beloved] be.”  
                                                 
244 Ibid., 120. This is compatible with the view of love presented in the previous chapter, and it 
foreshadows the discussion in the next section of Hannah Arendt’s (Augustinian) definition of love as volo 
ut sis (“I will that you be”). 
245 Ibid., 123-124. 
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“Within this broader understanding [of love],” Dool explains, 
God’s love can be recognized as the universal, personal cause of the human 
person’s disposing of him- or herself either for God or in rejecting God. That love 
is not a precondition that sets the stage for human persons to act independently of 
God, but the abiding causal force that empowers persons to be what they make of 
themselves. God’s love gives the person the power to accept God or, 
paradoxically, to reject God, not because God has withheld grace from that 
individual but because that is in the very nature of the gift of grace itself. This is 
not a matter of God “standing aside,” but of God being present in the empowering 
mode of one whose being is love.246 
 
By shifting the focus from God’s omnipotence to God’s love, then, we can modify 
Augustine’s view of prevenient grace to an account of God’s universal salvific will that is 
still congruous with Augustine’s broader theology. In this way, the logic of omnipotence 
on which Augustine bases his view still holds – God is all-powerful and infallible, but his 
call to human beings is one that necessarily must permit them to reject him.247 Such is the 
nature of love.  
3.1.1 Christian and Secular Virtue 
  
 With this foundation in place – having shown that the grace of God that enables 
rightly ordered loves is accessible to all – we can turn now to examine more specifically 
the distinctions Augustine draws between Christian and secular virtue. It will be helpful, 
                                                 
246 Ibid., 122. Note the connection, here, to Jean-Luc Marion’s thought, which David Tracy 
describes well in his foreword to God without Being: “To keep faithful to one’s rigorous conceptual 
thought to that foundation-gift of God’s self-revelation as love is, for Marion, to allow God to be God and 
not some idol created by modern or ancient reflection on ‘Being’” (Foreword, God without Being, trans. 
Thomas A. Carlson, 2nd ed., Religion and Postmodernism [Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2012], xv, originally published as Dieu sans l'etre: Hors-texte [n.p.: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1982]). 
While Augustine’s theology is built upon the necessary foundation to create space for “God to be God,” his 
treatment of the subject of predestination limits God by, ironically, excessively valuing God’s 
omnipotence. 
247 Indeed, I take it, this would satisfy some of his own humanistic worries. Citing Augustine’s 
letter to Jerome of 415, Gerald Bonner argues that “Augustine did not, in his heart, rejoice over the 
damnation of the reprobate” (Freedom and Necessity, 75). Instead, Bonner explains, “He sought to balance 
the omnipotent justice of God with God’s infinite mercy, and omnipotence triumphed” (ibid).   
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here, to work through Augustine’s account in light of Dodaro’s analysis in Christ and the 
Just Society in the Thought of Augustine, which contends that Augustine’s position 
concerning virtue’s expression in the earthly and heavenly cities turns on an underlying 
Christological and incarnational argument. This account, Dodaro claims, is positioned 
against Cicero’s conception of civic virtues and political leadership as an alternative view 
of what justice entails. Examining Augustine’s view of justice with the thesis of Dodaro 
in mind will illuminate the foundation of Augustine’s account, while exemplifying a 
dialogue between it and secular conceptions of justice. 
 Dodaro describes Cicero’s ideal statesman as “a just and wise orator, a political 
leader whose dedication and skill in statecraft, combined with zeal for learning, are 
matched by force and eloquence in his speech,” who also possesses moral integrity.248 He 
identifies Cicero’s emphasis on the ideal statesman as a moral exemplar who not only 
embodies virtues but also is capable of vocalizing their importance and infusing them 
into the customs and laws. Augustine, Dodaro argues, agrees with this description but 
goes further to maintain that beyond simply exemplifying justice, the ideal statesman 
must also have the power to instill justice in others.  
 Augustine thus posits Christ as the ideal statesman, since Christ “is the only 
completely just human being ever to have lived and the only exponent of virtue whose 
teaching effectively establishes justice in other human beings.”249 In Augustine’s words, 
                                                 
248 Robert Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society in the Thought of Augustine (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 21. 
249 Ibid., 26. 
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“Our vices are cured by the example of His virtues.”250 For Augustine, the essential unity 
between Christ’s divine and human natures removes Christ from sin, original and 
personal, and implies that other human beings cannot be as perfect (and, hence, cannot be 
as perfectly just).251 However, Christ’s unified dual nature enables him to mediate 
between the divine and the human – to be “the divine mediator of justice” for human 
beings.252 Christ is able to ameliorate the effects of original sin on the soul (ignorance and 
weakness) that prevent human beings from loving God, and, hence, loving and 
possessing perfect virtue.253 As Augustine writes of human virtue,  
Of this we should have been wholly incapable, had not Wisdom condescended to 
adapt Himself to our weakness, and to show us a pattern of holy life in the form of 
our own humanity. … And though He is everywhere present to the inner eye 
when it is sound and clear, He condescended to make Himself manifest to the 
outward eye of those whose inward sight is weak and dim.254 
 
By accepting this divine grace, the Church – Christ’s body on earth – can 
approximate justice in anticipation of the heavenly city.255 As Dodaro explains, 
“Augustine envisions a unity between Christ and his followers in which God mediates 
justice through the incarnate Word, in the form of divine mystery;”256 and this Word 
communicates in such a way as to draw believers deeper into the mystery, while 
                                                 
250 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.14, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, 
Vol. 2, trans. James Shaw, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887,) rev. 
and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1202.htm>. 
251 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 94. 
252 Ibid. 
253 Ibid. Cf. Ernest Bersot, Doctrine de Saint Augustin sur La Liberté et La Providence (Paris: 
Joubert, 1843), especially page 10, where he identifies ignorance and weakness as the two vices that hinder 
our flourishing: “L’ignorance et la faiblesse, voilà nos deux maladies, les deux vices qui s’opposent à notre 
perfection.” 
254 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.11. 
255 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 113. 
256 Ibid., 112. 
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enlightening their spirits to the eternal truths found therein.257 To tie this to Cicero’s 
eloquent and virtuous statesman, then, Dodaro maintains that while Cicero holds “that the 
source of virtue is reason as it converses primarily within itself, as when it draws 
inspiration from moral examples, Augustine sees this dialogue as a conversation with 
Christ. As a result, human virtue is a product of a direct, divine mediation.”258 The human 
intellect has a role to play in seeking and knowing the good, of course, but its success in 
this role is accomplished solely by the grace of God through Christ’s mediation.  
Augustine argues: 
[Cicero proclaims] as praiseworthy simplicity and restraint, along with 
faithfulness to the marriage bond, and behavior that is chaste and honourable and 
upright. When a city is strong in virtues such as these, then it can truly be said to 
be ‘flourishing’. In fact, though, such behavior is being taught and learnt in the 
churches that are springing up all over the globe. … All these virtues, which 
educate the human spirit and fit it for fellowship with God and for living in the 
everlasting city of heaven, he not only commands us to seek, but also enables us 
to acquire.259 
 
 Augustine holds virtue to be inhibited primarily in two distinct yet cooperative 
ways: ignorance, which, according to Dodaro, “represents the inability to understand 
what justice clearly requires in particular circumstances, further accentuated by its own 
self-deception,” and weakness, which “explains the soul’s overall inability or 
                                                 
257 Ibid., 113. 
258 Ibid. 
259 Augustine, Ep. 91.3, in Augustine: Political Writings. Cf. Augustine, On the Grace of Christ, 
I.14. 
 Chapter 3: Augustinian Justice and Secular Politics – A Defense 109 
 
unwillingness to act justly.”260 Put more bluntly, weakness and ignorance are the two 
causes of sin.261  
However, Dodaro points out, Augustine also holds that the debilitating effects of 
ignorance and weakness are countered by faith and humility.262 Augustine argues, 
“Seeing, then, that man fell through pride, He restored him through humility;”263 and, he 
writes in City of God, “Faith … is the basis of the just man’s life.”264 Having faith in 
divine mystery constitutes an act of such deep humility that it curbs the intellectual pride 
by which human reason is thought to be the means to virtue, thereby opening the believer 
to receive grace and to grow in knowledge and love of God.265 As Dodaro summarizes, 
“As the soul undergoes this moral conversion, it gains a truer understanding of itself in 
relation to God and neighbour, and is thereby enabled to understand and love justice;”266 
but, he emphasizes, “knowing God through mystery requires approaching divinity 
through the incarnation.”267 For Augustine, belief in divine mystery is critical to acting 
virtuously because, Dodaro explains, it will “cure the soul by diminishing the pretentions 
of moral self-reliance with which it is afflicted.”268 
 By claiming that true virtue is only found in Christ and must be developed as one 
receives Christ’s grace, seeks to follow his example, and adheres to his teachings in faith 
                                                 
260 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 28. 
261 Augustine, Faith, Hope and Charity, 22.81, trans. Louis A. Arand, ed. Johannes Quasten and 
Joseph C. Plumpe, vol. 3, Ancient Christian Writers: The Works of the Fathers in Translation 
(Westminster, MD: Newman Bookshop, 1947). Hereafter, Enchiridion. 
262 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 30. 
263 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.14. 
264 Augustine, City of God, XIX.18. 
265 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 31. 
266 Ibid., 29. 
267 Ibid. 
268 Ibid., 29. 
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and humility, Augustine hopes to present a conception of the just society that upholds a 
more authentic justice because it aims toward eternal, divine justice rather than mere 
temporal justice. Miller notes that Augustine’s account draws heavily on a distinction 
between icons and idols: “In a universe viewed iconically rather than idolatrously,” he 
writes, “mutable goods point beyond their surface beauty to objective values according to 
which they find meaning and provide order and direction to human affections.”269 Later, 
Miller argues that “at the heart of the distinction between an idolatrous epistemology and 
an iconic one is whether one accepts surface beauty as sufficient or whether one 
questions it to discern more enduring principles underlying it.”270  
In light of this, the justice that Augustine advocates is justice that is aimed at 
eternal goods, not toward the mutable, arbitrary values of earthly life. As Augustine 
pointedly asks Nectarius in a letter, “would you prefer your home-town to flower with 
piety or with license, with reformed characters or with atrocities unchecked? Compare 
the choices and see whether ... you, or we, are more fully and genuinely eager for it to 
flourish.”271  
                                                 
269 Richard B. Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions,” Harvard 
Theological Review 104, no. 4 (October 2011): 392. For more on this insightful distinction, see Marion’s 
God Without Being. He begins his inquiry into the subject with this explanation: “The only works that can 
pretend to the contradictory status of idol and/or icon are those that art has so worked that they no longer 
restrict their visibility to themselves … but, as such and by thus remaining absolutely immanent in 
themselves, that they signal indissolubly toward another, still undetermined term. More specifically, this 
referral does not signal toward another instance than that which the work of art itself constitutes, coming to 
overdetermine the work from the outside by some ‘symbolic value’; on the contrary, this referral 
constitutes the most essential dignity of the work” (8). Note Marion’s claim that the essential dignity of 
icons comes from their participation in and reflection of something beyond themselves. As we have seen, 
this is an important concept in Augustine’s view of human nature. 
270 Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism,” 396. 
271 Augustine, Ep. 91.2, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
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It is important to note, however, that Augustine’s picture of justice built on 
humility and grace is not solely a pursuit of the heavenly city. We can see the 
implications – and importance – of this account in earthly justice as well. For one thing, 
as I have been arguing, Augustine’s view of justice as maintaining right relations serves 
to underscore the importance of human relationships and human flourishing in temporal 
life. Beyond this, on Augustine’s view, Cicero’s ideal statesman – someone who can 
exemplify perfect justice through human reason alone – cannot function as a just and 
compassionate ruler. As Dodaro puts it, “For Augustine, compassion for others is linked 
with the recognition of one’s own continual sinfulness and need for divine pardon.”272 In 
other words, if one expects oneself (and all human beings) to have the capacity for 
virtuous perfection, one will be unable to respond to the faults of others with true 
sympathy and understanding.273 
 Because of the importance in Augustine’s account of a moral intuition or 
sensitivity concerning what constitutes justice, failure to sympathize with others severely 
impedes one’s ability to move fluidly and intuit what justice requires over and above the 
                                                 
272 Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society, 195. This is, of course, one line of argument that 
Augustine advances in his polemics against the Pelagians. Insofar as the Pelagians laid blame or praise for 
all activity squarely on the individual, who, because of her God-given capacity, could choose to act 
virtuously or viciously without assistance, Augustine takes their view to perpetuate the sense pride and self-
sufficiency that is unable to lead to flourishing or right relations. 
273 Interestingly, Augustine elaborates on the message of Ezekiel 36:26, writing, “‘I will take away 
your heart of stone’ due to which you were not carrying [my judgments] out, ‘and I will give you a heart of 
flesh’ due to which you shall carry them out” (Augustine, “On Grace and Free Choice,” 16.32, in On the 
Free Choice of the Will). While Augustine goes on to clarify these states of the heart as being either 
resistant or obedient to the law, I think we can go further to consider the implications this has for human 
relations. Not only, on this view, does grace enable us to carry out the law of God; it also reminds those 
who follow the law not to be excessively rigid concerning its application. A heart of flesh will enable those 
who follow the law to sympathize with those who fail to do so, and with those who hold varying 
interpretations of what the law demands. (The biblical passage reads, “I will give you a new heart and put a 
new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh” 
[Ezekiel 36:26].) 
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moral precepts of the Law.274 Readers must bear in mind, too, that, in addition to spiritual 
discernment, sensory knowledge is important to moral intuition because it enables human 
beings to accurately understand and respond to their world.275 Augustine’s account of 
justice, then, ought to be lived as a dynamic, intuitive, graced interpretation of divine 
Law.  
Note that while varying interpretations of the Law are acceptable, they must seek 
the eternal good from within a framework of charity.276 In other words, they must be 
made with the right end in mind, so that we do not “divorce [our] joy from the truth and 
place it in man’s duplicity.”277 Truth and love, then, must be intertwined if one is to 
genuinely follow the Law – i.e. act virtuously. For Augustine, God’s Law demands that 
we love rightly, so justice will not be present unless we perform our moral duties with 
proper love, and grace gives us the humility to do this. Tillemont explains: “The law 
gives knowledge of [divine] precepts, but not the strength and love to accomplish them. 
The achievement comes from the effusion of the spirit of God’s grace.”278  
Because this justice comes from Christ and depends on rightly ordered loves, the 
pride and lust for power that masquerade as justice in earthly politics are abated. Justice 
that upholds the rights of others and ensures that all goods are valued appropriately, while 
placing responsibility for upholding the good of others on all human beings, is only 
                                                 
274 Cf. Dodaro, Christ and the Justice Society, 145, 147, 207. 
275 Ibid., 166. Recall, too, Hampson and Hoff’s claim that “there is a dynamic at work in which 
‘scientia’ (the knowledge and love of created things) eventually gives way to ‘sapientia’ (wisdom, the love 
of sacred and divine things)” (“Whose Self? Which Unification?,” 559). 
276 I will return to this argument in chapter five. 
277 Augustine, Confessions, X.36. 
278 Tillemont, Article 219, “De baptismo parvulorum; De spiritu et littera; Quaestiones ad 
Honoratum,” in The Life of Augustine of Hippo, 3:26. 
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possible when pride and lust for power do not ground our actions; justice must be 
pursued with humility. As Augustine writes, “pride hates a fellowship of equality under 
God, and seeks to impose its own dominion on fellow men, in place of God’s rule. This 
means that it hates the just peace of God, and loves its own peace of injustice.”279  
This is not to say that there is no value in secular justice at all – indeed, Jennifer 
Herdt notes, “Augustine's position on pagan virtue is far from clear. … He did deny that 
pagans could possess true virtue, but his attitude toward pagan virtue was more 
ambivalent and ambiguous than definitive.”280 For Augustine, secular justice can be 
responsible for maintaining “the temporal peace of the meantime, which is shared by 
good and bad alike.”281 Augustine does call this a “peace of injustice” because of its 
disorder – its failure to go all the way down. However, he recognizes that the precepts of 
Christian justice in political life “are more relevant to the training of the heart within than 
to our external activity. Consequently forbearance and benevolence should be kept 
secretly in one’s own mind, while publicly we should do whatever seems likely to benefit 
those we should wish well. This is clearly shown by Christ.”282  
Augustine explicitly acknowledges the benefit of secular virtue: 
The first Romans indeed used their virtues to establish and enlarge the 
commonwealth, even if they failed to show the sort of true piety for the true God 
that could, through its saving religion, also lead them to the eternal city. However, 
they still protected their own sort of integrity which was adequate for establishing, 
enlarging and preserving their earthly city. God revealed in the wealth and fame 
of the Roman empire how powerful are civic virtues even without true religion; to 
                                                 
279 Augustine, City of God, XIX.12. 
280 Jennifer A. Herdt, “Augustine: Disordered Loves and the Problem of Pride,” in Putting On 
Virtue: The Legacy of the Splendid Vices (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 45. 
281 Ibid., XIX.26. 
282 Augustine, Ep. 138.13, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
 The Heart of Justice: An Augustinian Ethic of Relational Responsibility 114 
 
 
make it clear that with the addition of this human beings become citizens of the 
other city, whose king is truth, whose law is love, and whose limit is eternity.283 
 
Civic justice, then, while necessary for protecting the rights of citizens and ensuring 
“fairness” in political relations, does not unite true (i.e. rightly ordered) love with justice 
(because concern for autonomy or domination is at its core). Deane describes Augustine’s 
view as holding that “lovers of this world are … removed from genuine peace and 
concord. To them peace means exemption from the annoyance of wars and lawsuits, so 
that they may enjoy the things of this world in which they place their love. Since each of 
these earthly men seeks his own satisfaction, there can be no real harmony among them, 
and consequently no true peace.”284 When we recall Augustine’s claim that “ultimate 
peace” is that “to which this justice should be related, and for the attainment of which this 
justice is to be maintained,”285 – or, as Eugene TeSelle explains, “peace is one of the 
effects of justice” 286 – the link between rightly ordered loves and justice should become 
apparent.  
 When rightly ordered loves do not motivate justice, “justice” does not facilitate 
peace but only serves to enhance the pretense of self-sufficiency or the will to dominate. 
True justice must come from humility that acknowledges the dependent nature of human 
beings on others and on Christ, and that takes that dependency to be part of the essential 
                                                 
283 Augustine, Ep. 138.17, ibid. 
284 Herbert A. Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1963), 101. 
285 Augustine, City of God, XIX.27. 
286 Eugene TeSelle, “Justice, Love, Peace,” in Augustine Today, ed. Richard John Neuhaus, 
Encounter Series (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1993), 94. 
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being – the essential dignity – of human beings.287 Augustine admonishes that “the power 
of humility is unknown to men whose souls are inflated with the impurity of inflated 
pride.”288 For Augustine, then, it is not that non-Christians are incapable of acting rightly 
(in accordance with the Law); rather, it is that their actions cannot facilitate right relations 
because they are not performed with rightly ordered loves, and, thus, they do not lead to 
genuine peace and justice. Augustine writes, 
You should know that virtues are to be distinguished from vices, not by right 
actions (officiis) but by ends (finibus). Now right action is that which ought to be 
done, while the end is that on account of which it ought to be done. Therefore, 
when a person does something in which he does not appear to sin, if he does not 
do it on account of that for which he ought to do it, he is still guilty of sin. 
Neglecting this point, you have separated ends and right actions, and you have 
said that right actions are to be called true virtues even without right ends. ... 
Whatever good is done by a human being and is not done for the reason that true 
wisdom commands that it be done, is good in so far as it is a right action (officio) 
but is sin in so far as its end (fine) is not right.289 
 
As Deane puts it, “Augustine says that even the godless are able to make some moral 
judgments, judgments about what is right and wrong about how men ought to behave, 
                                                 
287 Augustine, City of God, XIV.13. Someone like Nietzsche, of course, would take issue with this 
claim. Nietzsche, for example, describes this “interpretation of weakness itself as freedom, of the way [the 
weak] simply are, as merit” as “the sublime self-deception” (On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. Douglas 
Smith [Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1996], I.13). For Nietzsche, morality that is alienating and 
oppressive originated when the weak attempted to validate their weakness by claiming that everyone ought 
to be that which those who are weak are by necessity; in other words, it developed because of the hard 
reality that the weak could not resist the strong. I argue, however, that, first, Augustine’s incarnational 
theology – upon which human beings are to pattern their actions – clearly maintains that the humility of 
Christ is freely chosen. On Augustine’s view, Christ is the epitome of strength and virtue, and insofar as 
weakness, or the inability to be totally self-sufficient, is a universal characteristic that is ameliorated 
through faith, there is no strength apart from Christ – to claim that there is, for Augustine, is self-deceptive. 
Second, I argue that weakness itself is not a merit, on this view – indeed, weakness is an effect of sin that 
must be counteracted. However, the recognition of weakness and dependency should lead to virtuous 
actions as one responds to others. Further, as I have argued, humility does not constitute weakness but is, 
rather, an affirmation of the finite nature of selfhood. 
288 Augustine, City of God, IX.20. 
289 Augustine, Against Julian, 4.21. (As translated in John P. Langan, “Augustine on the Unity and 
the Interconnection of the Virtues,” Harvard Theological Review 72, nos. 1-2 [April 1979]: 94.) Latin 
emphases in original translation. 
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despite the fact that their own lives and minds are unrighteous.”290 Further, Augustine is 
cautious about the extent to which even Christians are capable of virtue.291 He writes: 
“Our righteousness itself, too, though genuine, in virtue of the genuine Ultimate Good to 
which it is referred, is nevertheless only such as to consist in the forgiveness of sins 
rather than in the perfection of virtues.”292  
Because Christ exemplified a self-emptying humility that was truly fulfilling and 
not demeaning, he demonstrated the attitude that human beings ought to have. Actions 
not patterned on the incarnation either pursue self-fulfillment and power, failing to realize 
that dependency is an identity-constitutive aspect of a person, and when it is denied, the 
self is unfulfilled; or, conversely, they fail to understand that humility does not mean 
humiliation,293 that dependency on others ought to lead to self-fulfillment, or else it is 
simply oppressive. Justice not grounded in Christ, then, is either based in a lust for power 
and selfish self-fulfillment (and, hence, is inherently oppressive or un-peaceful), or it 
leads to self-sacrifice to the point of self-abnegation. Rightly ordered loves, exemplified 
in Christ’s incarnation and developed with God’s grace, are necessary for true justice. 
James Wetzel raises an important point, however: He writes, “If Augustine is to 
remain true to one of his hardest-won insights – that human struggles for virtue are 
                                                 
290 Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine, 96. 
291 Herdt notes that “pagans are convicted of the semblance of self-direction – of failing to direct 
their actions to their true final end and instead of setting up themselves and their own self-image as that for 
the sake of which they act. Augustine concedes, though, that it is not solely pagans who can be convicted of 
self-direction. Those within the church, too are often guilty of ‘hypocrisy’” (“Augustine,” in Putting on 
Virtue, 46). 
292 Augustine, City of God, XIX.27. 
293 Cf. James Wetzel, “Snares of Truth,” in Robert Dodaro and George Lawless, eds., Augustine 
and His Critics (London, UK: Routledge, 2000), 134. 
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inescapably ambiguous – he must abandon his claim to have seen through the virtues of 
his enemies, exposing a heart of naked vice within them.”294 Wetzel worries that 
Augustine’s refusal to acknowledge pagan virtue as authentically good exposes a 
problematic double-standard in his ethics that undermines the viability of his account. In 
other words, if Augustine is committed to understanding human activity as inherently 
flawed since the fall, he cannot hold, coherently, that Christian activity is virtuous while 
secular activity is not; it is impossible to distinguish between the two with certainty. 
Thus, Wetzel balks “at the idea that the pagan polis is ‘fundamentally sinful’ (it is no 
more fundamentally sinful than any other polis).”295 
 Langan echoes this worry, claiming that Augustine’s “doctrine of the unity of the 
virtues in charity produces a double-standard in the evaluation of Christian and non-
Christian persons” when combined with his acceptance of the claim “that only Christians 
have a right relationship of faith and love to God as the end of their activity.”296 Langan 
argues that while Augustine does avoid the problematic implication of an interconnection 
thesis that would deny the existence of virtue in those who are pilgrims in the earthly 
city, who are in the process of cultivating virtue, this move serves to undermine the 
attention to the ambiguities of human history that make Augustine’s account so 
appealing. It also limits the applicability of this view to anyone outside of the Church. As 
Langan puts it, Augustine’s view of virtue “is interior and exclusive. It is interior, for 
what is decisive for the moral worth of persons is their interior relationship of faith and 
                                                 
294 James Wetzel, “Splendid Vices and Secular Virtues: Variations on Milbank’s Augustine,” The 
Journal of Religious Ethics 32, no. 2 (Summer 2004): 276. 
295 Ibid., 281. 
296 Langan, “Augustine on the Unity,” 95. 
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love to God. … It is exclusive: for not only are the moral virtues of classical philosophy 
given a Christian foundation, but it is further affirmed that only Christians can really 
possess these virtues.”297  
Langan further objects that “it is sometimes not at all easy to say that my action or 
his action really arises from a sense of justice rather than from a desire for revenge.”298 
“What Augustine’s point obscures,” he charges, “is that the doctrine of the 
interconnection of the virtues requires us to deny that a virtue is really present even when 
the actions of the person in question actually meet all the criteria of the virtue in 
question.”299 Langan worries that Augustine’s focus on interiority is unfairly prejudiced 
and makes the possession or display of virtue problematically difficult. For Langan, 
Augustine’s subordination of action to intention inhibits the construction of fair and 
useful ethical standards, and it also excludes those who do not perceive their final end to 
be love of God from the realm of virtue – i.e. it is impossible to determine whether 
someone genuinely possesses virtue, and, further, non-Christians are automatically 
denied the possibility of right-living.300 
It seems to me, however, that these critiques by Wetzel and Langan do not 
consider fully the nuances of Augustine’s account. As previously discussed, Augustine 
notes the importance of civic justice and admires the virtues of the Romans. He also 
affirms that non-Christians can follow the normative prescriptions of the Law, and in that 
way, contribute to justice, relatively defined. His broader point is not that these actions 
                                                 
297 Ibid., 94. 
298 Ibid., 87. 
299 Ibid., 88. 
300 Ibid., 94. 
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make no contribution to justice or peace; rather, he wants to maintain that these actions, 
insofar as they are not consciously performed for the sake of the right end, are not 
virtuous in the full sense of the term – the virtues do not go all the way down. Because 
Augustine recognizes the potential for relative, earthly goodness in secular activity, and 
because he charges Christians to be humble, cautious, and attentive to the ambiguities of 
all human activity, we can glean from his ethics a sense of the importance of internal 
motivations and right feeling, while resting assured that his is not an ethic that will 
mandate these in political life or foster judgmental animosity between Christians and the 
secular population. For Augustine, secular virtue accidently, as it were, participates in the 
good.301 However, insofar as secular virtue does not aim at the true good but takes 
temporal goods to be its ground and purpose, it cannot be complete and genuine since it 
is fundamentally misguided. 
Still, Augustine would agree that it is not easy to distinguish between actions 
performed with right intention and those performed with malicious or ambiguous 
motivations,302 but this does not mean that requirements of right feeling and right 
intention for virtue are problematic. It does mean that any political institution that is set 
up to pursue and maintain justice should be focused primarily on external activity rather 
than internal motivations. As we have seen, Augustine is acutely aware of this, and he 
                                                 
301 Working from the reconstructed view of predestination derived from Augustine’s interpersonal 
theology, we can see that insofar as God’s love beckons all human beings to communion with him, all 
people are potentially capable of responding affirmatively to that call. However, there need not be a 
definitive response – one could act with a partial affirmation. In other words, one could act according to 
God’s law because of God’s grace, but if one is not consciously acting in response to God’s call, the 
relationship, at the very least, does not involve the intellectual facet of the self required for right love. 
302 Cf. Augustine, Confessions, III.9. 
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argues for the necessity of caution and humility in the pursuit of earthly justice and when 
distinguishing between virtuous and non-virtuous persons.  
Insofar as his account does ground virtue in love of God, which is given by grace, 
the concern that Augustine’s ethics are interior, exclusive and proud are somewhat 
warranted.303 The concern should be assuaged, however, when we pay careful attention to 
Augustine’s broader account of political justice. Augustine is realistic about the 
ambiguities of human activity and the extent to which another’s motivations are ever 
knowable to us, yet he maintains the importance of cultivating virtue in ourselves, 
without which, on his view, even the most “just” arrangements will fail to produce the 
desired effects. Importantly, God’s grace that is necessarily for developing this virtue is 
available to all, and it is our own volition that determines whether we accept it.304 
Augustine, then, is not dismissive of civic justice; rather, he sees its benefits, but wants to 
add that actions performed without the proper end in mind, or without the right intention, 
are not virtuous (in the eudaimonistic conception of the term). Further, he maintains that 
actions performed with rightly ordered loves uphold the dignity of human beings and lead 
to fulfillment and flourishing in ways that civic virtue can never do. Christian virtue 
fulfills the aim of civic justice, but goes further in facilitating peace. 
                                                 
303 In the following section, I will address Hannah Arendt’s potentially crippling critique of 
Augustine on these grounds. 
304 As Alasdair MacIntyre explains, “Augustine affirms both the necessity of grace for the 
redirection of the will and the necessity of the will’s freely assenting to the divine grace” (Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality? [Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988], 157). Cf. Jean-Luc Marion, 
who notes that accepting God’s grace enables one to will “what God wills … not of course because I 
renounce willing what I want but, exactly to the contrary, because I begin to will truly ex toto, since I will 
what is given to me to love” (In the Self’s Place: The Approach of Saint Augustine, trans. Jeffrey L. Kosky 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 190, originally published as Au lieu de soi: L’approche de 
Saint Augustin (n.p.: Presses Universitaires de France, 2008). 
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3.2 Arendt’s Critique 
 
I turn now to Hannah Arendt as a thinker who adamantly opposes love to justice 
and the political life, and who raises the criticism of interiority and exclusivity against 
Augustine most vociferously. Arendt, a student of Heidegger,305 wrote her dissertation 
specifically as a critique of Augustine’s account of love, and throughout her academic 
career, she continued to build a case against involving love and other transcendent ideals 
in politics. Addressing her objections will solidify further my defense against the 
argument that Augustine’s view is antithetical to political activity.  
Arendt’s work developed as a critique of Western political philosophy – 
particularly as influenced by the Platonic and Christian traditions – that prizes thought 
over action. As Eric Gregory explains, “At the heart of Arendt’s philosophical and 
political project is a defense of the freedom of political action from both ancient and 
modern depoliticizing subordinations of the world,” where this conception of the world 
                                                 
305 Heidegger’s influence is reflected in much of Arendt’s thought; most importantly, for my 
purposes, in her views of political relations and love of the world, which seem to me to recapitulate 
Heidegger’s notion of “being-in-the-world.” In Heidegger: An Introduction (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers, 2013), J. Jeremy Wisnewski offers a description of Heidegger’s being-in-the-world 
that highlights the similarity in this vein. He writes: “We’re in a world, fundamentally, in the sense that 
we’re involved in and concerned about a web of meaning. … Being-in-the-world thus acts as a riposte to a 
philosophical tradition that has traditionally separated mind and world with a veil of perception. For 
Heidegger, mind is dispersed in world. … Our very mode of Being is one of knowing the world, is one of 
the world being disclosed to us in different ways” (38). Further, the influence of Augustine on Heidegger is 
clear. Indeed, Augustine’s phenomenology of temporality can be seen as a precursor to Heidegger’s 
“being-in-the-world.” As Peter J. Hampson and Johannes Hoff write, “Augustine’s account of his own life 
in his Confessions may be read as an exemplary exercise of the process which Heidegger describes in more 
general terms. Augustine uses his life as an example of conceptualising and reconceptualising the 
possibility of being in the world within the Christian narrative of conversion and makes reflexively explicit 
the temporal conditions of the possibility of this process” (“Whose Self? Which Unification?,” 559). 
Frederick Van Fleteren agrees that “Heidegger highlights the existential and phenomenological aspect of 
Augustine’s presentation,” but, he notes, Augustine’s Confessions “is more than a phenomenological 
presentation of self. Ontological, moral, and axiological dimensions, more important to Augustine than to 
Heidegger, occur here” (“Augustine: Confessiones X,” in Martin Heidegger’s Interpretations of Saint 
Augustine: Sein und Zeit und Ewigkeit [Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2005], 17). 
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includes “the site for those cultural achievements that human beings call into existence 
through their creative speech and public action.”306 On Arendt’s view, the vita activa was 
subsumed by the vita contemplativa in political philosophy because Plato’s physical-
spiritual dichotomy demoted the world and activity in it. Plato’s insistence that the world 
itself was devoid of value popularized the view that contemplating the idea of the Good, 
in solitude, was the noblest “activity.” For Arendt, this is problematic: 
The philosopher’s experience of the eternal, which to Plato was arrheton 
(‘unspeakable’) … can only occur outside the realm of human affairs and outside 
the plurality of men, as we know from the Cave parable in Plato’s Republic, 
where the philosopher, having liberated himself from the fetters that bound him to 
his fellow men, leaves the cave in perfect ‘singularity’ ... neither accompanied nor 
followed by others. Politically speaking, if to die is the same as ‘to cease to be 
among men,’ experience of the eternal is a kind of death.307 
 
This inability to communicate one’s experience of the eternal is significant since Arendt 
also maintains that “speech is what makes man a political being.”308  
For Arendt, political life is based on amor mundi (love of the world),309 so any 
philosophy in which the attainment of the highest good either cannot be communicated to 
others or cannot be enacted in the world is inherently deficient as a political theory. As 
Thomas Breidenthal puts it, “the world is the domain in which human beings appear 
before one another in word and deed, and the whole purpose of politics is to maintain and 
                                                 
306 Eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 205. 
307 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 20. Note 
that Arendt seems to forget that the liberated man returns to the others who remain shackled in order to 
share his newfound knowledge – this allegory does not portray philosophy as the solitary experience 
Arendt describes. 
308 Ibid., 3. Note the similarities to Rawls’s conception of public reasons. 
309 Lucy Tatman explicates Arendt’s conception of amor mundi with the claim, “love of the world 
somehow inspires some to assist, during their lives, in the ongoing co-creation of the world, and … the 
world offers or provides something to human lives for which gratitude is an appropriate response” (“Arendt 
and Augustine: More Than One Kind of Love,” Sophia 52, no. 4 [December 2013]: 626). 
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enjoy the world so conceived.”310 Thus, Arendt rejects withdrawal from earthly 
experience, along with the suggestion that ideals are suitable for political theory. Instead, 
Karin Fry explains, “Arendt develops a political theory that is not based upon some 
preconceived idea of the just, but takes into account the different members of the 
community and their different perspectives concerning what should be done.”311 
Breidenthal concurs: for Arendt, “the realm of the political has to do neither with 
metaphysics nor with ethics, but with the freedom to act before and in concert with 
others, taken as an end in itself, without reference to prior determinants or transcendent 
goods.”312 
Arendt understands this paradigm of earthly withdrawal and a transcendent good 
as having been adopted by Augustine and promulgated through Christian teaching, 
generally. As Arendt writes, Christianity gives “unquestioned priority … to the vita 
contemplativa over all kinds of human activities.”313 Still, we can see in Arendt’s thought 
significant debts to Augustine. Primary areas of indebtedness include her thinking on the 
will,314 her emphasis on natality,315 and her affirmation of Augustine’s phrasing of love 
as “I will that you be” (amo: volo ut sis).316 It is interesting that this particular definition 
                                                 
310 Thomas E. Breidenthal, “Jesus is My Neighbor: Arendt, Augustine, and the Politics of 
Incarnation,” Modern Theology 14, no. 4 (October 1, 1998): 489. 
311 Karin A. Fry, Arendt : A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum International 
Publishing, 2009), 37. Note, again, the connection to Rawls.  
312 Breidenthal, “Jesus Is My Neighbor,” 493.  
313 Arendt, The Human Condition, 318. 
314 Cf. Lauren Swayne Barthold, “Towards an Ethics of Love: Arendt on the Will and St. 
Augustine,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 26, no. 6 (November 2000): 5. 
315 Cf. Fry, Arendt, 5. 
316 Margaret Miles has suggested that in her mature thought, Arendt may have attempted to “save” 
Augustine by reconstructing his account of love (“Volo ut sis: Arendt and Augustine,” Dialog 41, no. 3 
[Fall 2002]). As Miles writes, “In the very different context [from which she wrote her dissertation] of the 
1950s her memory reconstructs Augustine … [adjusting] it slightly to forward [her] own interpretation. 
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of love strikes Arendt as potentially conducive to the inclusive, public, generative activity 
of politics, although Arendt rejects love, more broadly construed, as inherently 
unpolitical, indicting specifically Augustine’s expansive conception of Christian love.317 
 For Arendt, “Love, by its very nature, is unworldly, and it is for this reason rather 
than its rarity that it is not apolitical but antipolitical, perhaps the most powerful of all 
antipolitical human forces.”318 On her view, “Because of its inherent worldlessness, love 
can only become false and perverted when it is used for political purposes.”319 Arendt 
does not admit love as a valid political motivation because of the intimacy it creates and 
upon which it depends. As Chiba explains, “Love is basically regarded by her as an 
unpolitical entity because of its inherent inclination to exclude the outside world which 
                                                 
What I am saying is that from her reading of Augustine she gathered the suggestions that enabled her to 
imagine a generous love that was probably beyond Augustine’s wildest dreams” (224). This claim seems to 
me to be unfounded, however. In On the Trinity, Augustine writes, “When one wishes oneself to be exactly 
as much as he is, then the will is equal to the mind, and the love is equal to the lover” (IX.2.2.). Given the 
Christian emphasis on loving one’s neighbor as oneself, I think there is ample room here to extract the 
definition of love as wishing one’s neighbor to be exactly as much as he is – i.e. “I will that you be.” The 
problem, then, is not whether Arendt misquotes Augustine, but whether she neglects important elements of 
Augustine’s account that enrich this definition. Of course, Arendt might be more inclined to pursue this 
definition since it is also found in Aristotle, who writes, “If … we have been right to say that one friend 
wishes good things to the other for the sake of the other himself, the other must remain whatever sort of 
being he is. Hence it is to the other as a human being that a friend will wish the greatest goods” 
(Nicomachean Ethics, VIII.6.6 [1159a]). 
317 For more on Arendt’s indebtedness to Augustine, see Joanna Vecchiarelli Scott, “What St. 
Augustine Taught Hannah Arendt about ‘how to live in the world’: Caritas, Natality and the Banality of 
Evil,” in Hannah Arendt: Practice, Thought and Judgement, ed. Mike Ojakangas, Studies across 
Disciplines in the Humanities and Social Sciences 8 (Helsinki: Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies, 
2010). Scott notes that Arendt draws upon Augustine’s thinking throughout her career because, Scott 
argues, “like Arendt, Augustine preferred ‘the ambiguity of the human being in the world’ (Arendt, Love 
and Saint Augustine, 109)” (26). On Scott’s view, “The radical pilgrim lives in simultaneous isolation and 
engagement, drawn by the strange dialectics of caritas” (ibid). While Scott finds greater similarity between 
Arendt and Augustine than I, the points of convergence she identifies are fascinating; and, as Scott herself 
paraphrases Balzac’s pithy line, “About [Arendt], ‘all is true’” (8). 
318 Arendt, The Human Condition, 242. 
319 Ibid., 52. 
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for Arendt constitutes the essence of the political.”320 While Augustine maintains the 
Christian law of neighbor love as the right way of acting in the world, Arendt adamantly 
opposes even this attempt to insert love into the realm of politics. 
 In her dissertation, Love and Saint Augustine, Arendt takes Augustine to task for 
stripping “the world and all temporal things of their value,”321 which “makes the central 
Christian demand to love one’s neighbor as oneself nigh impossible.”322 Focusing on 
Augustine’s distinction between use (uti) and enjoyment (frui), Arendt determines that, 
for Augustine, love of others cannot be a true good (since it is attachment to that which 
can pass away). It is at best a relative good, which, she thinks, severely denigrates the 
concept of human love. This is because when we love our neighbor, on this view, we love 
for God, not for ourselves or the neighbor. Arendt claims that even if we are required to 
love our fellow human beings, taking God as the summum bonum necessitates a love of 
others that loves them not in their particularity, but as indistinctive creatures of God. “In 
this way,” she argues,  
The neighbor loses the meaning of his concrete worldly existence, for example, as 
a friend or enemy. For the lover who loves as God loves, the neighbor ceases to 
be anything but a creature of God. … Self-denying love means loving by 
renouncing oneself; and this in turn means to love all people so completely 
without distinction that the world becomes a desert to the lover.323 
                                                 
320 Shin Chiba, “Hannah Arendt on Love and the Political: Love, Friendship, and Citizenship,” 
The Review of Politics 57, no. 3 (Summer 1995): 506. 
321 Hannah Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 
14. 
322 Ibid., 30. 
323 Ibid., 94-95. Evidence for Arendt’s view can be found in passages like the following one: 
“Necessities in this world,” Augustine writes, “amount to these two things: well-being and a friend. These 
are the things which we should value highly and not despise. Well-being and a friend are goods of nature. 
God made man to be and to live; that’s well-being; but so that he shouldn’t be alone, a system of friendship 
was worked out. So friendship begins with married partner and children, and from there moves on to 
strangers. But if we consider that we all have one father and one mother, who will be a stranger? Every 
human being is neighbor to every other human being. Ask nature; is he unknown? He’s human. Is she an 
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On Arendt’s view, Augustine’s concept of neighbor-love is grounded in a sense of 
similarity – i.e. in the notion that human beings occupy the same place in the hierarchy of 
goods as creatures made in God’s image, whose past is sin and whose final end is perfect 
love of God.324 She also notes that his concept of neighbor-love emphasizes “mutual 
help,” which is “the clearest sign that love remains harnessed to the ‘for the sake of’ 
category, which rules out meeting my fellow men (in their concrete worldly reality and 
relation to me) in their own right.”325 Because of this, Arendt argues, we love our fellow 
                                                 
enemy? She’s human. Is he a foe? He’s human. Is she a friend? Let her stay a friend. Is he an enemy? Let 
him become a friend” (Sermon 299D.1, in Sermons, III/8 (273-305A) on the Saints, trans. Edmund Hill, ed. 
John E. Rotelle, The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century [Hyde Park, NY: New 
City Press, 1994]). It will become clear, however, that Augustine does not wish to homologize or obscure 
the particular other, but to ensure that one is able to love the other holistically. He also wants to affirm 
special relations while affirming the dignity and equality of all. Working off the above passage, T.J. Van 
Bavel emphasizes that Augustine considers friendship one of the greatest joys – and even a necessity – of 
life (Christians in the World: Introduction to the Spirituality of Augustine, Spirituality for Today II [New 
York, NY: Catholic Book Publishing Company, 1980], 21, originally published as Augustinus Van liefde en 
vriendschap [Baarn: Het Wereldvenster, 1970]); and, importantly, Augustine’s conception of friendship is 
not simply intellectual or abstract, but genuinely human and relational. Van Bavel further notes that for 
Augustine, “the essence of friendship is love, reciprocal love based on the sharing of the same commitment 
[including] common interests, common attractions, common occupations and a common sense of values, as 
well as common ideas and concerns” (ibid., 22), but, he explains, “it is necessary to add to this that … love 
respects fully the individual life and thinking of the other, and the person must be loved as another person” 
(ibid., 29). Burt takes this further to argue that on Augustine’s view, “friendship is the highest expression of 
a person’s social nature; it is also the solid foundation for any society. The more a society becomes a 
society of friends, the more perfect it becomes as a society” (Friendship and Society: An Introduction to 
Augustine’s Practical Philosophy [Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999], 
57). However, he insists, “love cannot be present when we cease to respect our friend’s place in creation” 
(ibid., 62). Augustinian love does not denigrate the particularities of the other or reject the goods of 
particular friendships; rather, Augustine maintains the necessity of special relations and offers a framework 
that attends to the other holistically (and, as the above-mentioned resources argue, this account of 
friendship has significant political consequences). I will return to Augustine’s account of love, viewed 
through the lens of friendship, below, although I will leave aside the question of friendship’s particular role 
in political life to focus again on the right order of love and its relation to justice. For an insightful account 
of the role of friendship in developing a just society, see Jordan Copeland, “Rehearsals for Engagement: 
The Moral Practice of Friendship and the Cultivation of Social Concern” (PhD diss., The University of 
Iowa, 2007), where he argues “that the goods internal to the moral practice of friendship require the 
cultivation of intellectual and moral excellences that promote an apprehension of the equality and dignity of 
persons; actions and attitudes that are in accord with the virtues of respect and love; and a sustained and 
meaningful commitment to work for just social and political arrangements” (170). While Copeland’s study 
is not focused on Augustine, it bears interesting and significant parallels to this line of thought.  
324 Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, 105. 
325 Ibid., 42. 
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human beings objectively, with an eye toward the eternal, rather than in their subjective, 
finite particularity. “In other words,” she writes, Augustine “loves his neighbor in 
sublime indifference.”326  
Arendt’s points are well taken. Augustine’s conception of justice as “right order,” 
and love as that which grounds the order, is potentially susceptible to her critique. After 
all, Augustine’s view is premised on just such a transcendent hierarchy of goods that 
Arendt wants to deny;327 and if she is right, love excludes the peculiar differences and 
unique contributions our neighbors bring to political life and, thus, has no place in the 
realm of politics. If Augustine’s theology of love were to necessitate withdrawal from the 
world, to prevent conversation or action, or to eliminate consideration of individual 
human beings in their particularity, something would be terribly amiss. I argue, however, 
that it does none of these things. Arendt’s rejection of love (at least of the Augustinian 
kind) from the political is unfounded.  
First, Arendt fails to recognize Augustine’s insistence that God has made all 
things good, including the physical world.328 Because of this foundational claim, 
Augustine can hold that love of God will entail love of creation; and this, for Augustine, 
actually will facilitate a more holistic and particular love of others since this love will 
attend to the full personality of others, including their created-ness.329 Further, Augustine 
                                                 
326 Ibid., 43. 
327 Cf. Chiba, “Hannah Arendt on Love and the Political,” 506. 
328 Cf. Augustine, On the Trinity, VIII.3.4. 
329 Scanlon is instructive on this point. He writes: “Love for neighbor is the absolute condition for 
love for God. This theology of love is not reductionist (Creator and creature are not identified). It is based 
on a radical interpretation of the incarnation” (“Arendt’s Augustine,” in Augustine and Postmodernism, 
167). 
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clearly advocates a balance between contemplation and action. As he puts it in City of 
God, “No one ought to be so leisured as to take no thought in that leisure for the interest 
of his neighbour, nor so active as to feel no need for the contemplation of God.”330 In 
other words, the vita contemplativa is good in that it rejuvenates the soul and fixes the 
soul more firmly on truth; however, the love that develops in light of this truth should 
motivate one to act for the good of the world.  
The balance of the vita contemplativa and the vita activa, then, engages multiple 
facets of the self in a dynamic way, allowing for more authentic self-integration and self-
expression. Thus, Augustine writes, “It is love of truth that looks for sanctified leisure, 
while it is the compulsion of love that undertakes righteous engagement in affairs. … Yet 
even in this [latter] case the delight in truth should not be utterly abandoned, for fear that 
we should lose this enjoyment and that compulsion should overwhelm us.”331 As Gerard 
O’Daly explains, “Whereas it is love of truth that drives contemplation, ‘compulsion of 
love’ … leads to the active life: but we should not let ourselves be crushed by compulsion 
through neglect of the contemplative life.”332 
Second, one need only look to Augustine and Monica’s shared vision at Ostia to 
recognize a communal aspect of divine experience;333 and one need only consider 
Augustine’s Christology to understand the way in which Christ mediates the disconnect 
between the temporal and eternal, and, as the Word Incarnate, enables virtuous speech 
                                                 
330 Augustine, City of God, XIX.19. 
331 Ibid. 
332 Gerard O'Daly, Augustine's City of God: A Reader's Guide (Oxford, UK: Oxford University  
Press, 1999), 206. 
333 Augustine, Confessions, IX.10. 
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and action. Augustine does claim that God is “unspeakable,”334 but this is a function of 
the inability of temporal speech to express eternal concepts adequately, instead revealing 
truth symbolically.  
Indeed, Augustine writes that we cannot say that God is “‘unspeakable,’ because 
to say even this is to speak of Him. Thus there arises a curious contradiction of words. … 
And yet God, although nothing worthy of His greatness can be said of Him, has 
condescended to accept the worship of men’s mouths, and has desired us through the 
medium of our own words to rejoice in His praise.”335 He goes on to explain: 
Just as when we speak, in order that what we have in our minds may enter 
through the ear into the mind of the hearer, the word which we have in our hearts 
becomes an outward sound and is called speech; and yet our thought does not lose 
itself in the sound, but remains complete in itself, and takes the form of speech 
without being modified in its own nature by the change: so the Divine Word, 
though suffering no change of nature, yet became flesh, that He might dwell 
among us.336 
 
Christ’s incarnation thus enables us to speak of eternal goods because in Christ, eternal 
being took on finite form, and his embodied action continuously pointed beyond earthly 
goods to the eternal; consequently, when we speak of the eternal, our temporal words 
cannot perfectly express the true nature of the eternal, but they can reflect the light of 
truth that is in our hearts. Thus, on Augustine’s view, Christian truths can be spoken in 
the public realm, but Christians must be aware of the limitations to their expression.337 
                                                 
334 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.6. 
335 Ibid. 
336 Ibid., I.13. 
337 In chapter five, I will argue that this is a critical feature of Augustine’s account for its relevance 
to political life. 
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Finally, the distinction between use and enjoyment, upon which Arendt fixates, is 
not as problematic as Arendt argues – the problem arises when “use” is interpreted in the 
contemporary sense of an interaction that simply serves to further some end. Kant’s 
second formulation of the categorical imperative, for example, is a principle that, perhaps 
unconsciously, pervades contemporary moral sensibilities, in addition to being renowned 
in philosophical discourse: “Act so that you use humanity, as much in your own person as 
in the person of every other, always at the same time as end and never merely as 
means.”338 Augustine’s language of “use,” then, offends common conceptions of respect; 
it seems to suggest a way of engaging with others that violates their dignity by denying 
individual importance or worth. This is, of course, Arendt’s objection.  
Augustine, however, does not mean to imply that we ought to use others simply as 
means of enhancing our enjoyment of God, nor that our love for others can be reduced to 
love for God. When Augustine writes that we should use something (or someone), he 
simply means to say that temporal goods cannot be the totality of our aim – we will never 
be able to “enjoy” them in the full sense of the term (i.e. we will never be satisfied 
completely by clinging to earthly goods); but this does not mean that we should not love 
them or enjoy them so far as is possible on earth.339 As John Burnaby explains, “If God 
                                                 
338 Ak 4:429; Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. and trans. Allen W. 
Wood, Rethinking the Western Tradition (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 47, originally 
published 1785 as Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten. 
339 For an insightful account of the ways Augustine’s incarnational theology affects the terms of 
this debate, see Sarah Stewart-Kroeker, who argues that “insofar as Jesus Christ is both human and divine 
… he unites use-love and enjoyment simultaneously” (“Resisting Idolatry and Instrumentalism in Loving 
the Neighbor: The Significance of the Pilgrimage Motif for Augustine’s Usus-Fruitio Distinction,” Studies 
in Christian Ethics 27, no. 2 [2014]: 216). I cannot do justice, here, to the vast literature on this subject, so I 
will refer the reader to the following limited sample of studies, in addition to those cited above: Helmut 
David Baer, “The Fruit of Charity: Using the Neighbor in ‘De doctrina christiana,’” The Journal of 
Religious Ethics 24, no. 1 (Spring 1996); John Bowlin, “Augustine Counting Virtues,” Augustinian Studies 
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alone is to be enjoyed, the command of Christ is enough to prove that God is not alone to 
be loved;”340 further, Burnaby notes, “A means which can be loved is not only a means. 
The keyword is referre ad Deum, ‘relation to God’, and the distinction of uti and frui is 
merged in the ‘order of love’.”341 
Augustine puts it like this: 
When the thing that we love is near us, it is a matter of course that it should bring 
delight with it. And if you pass beyond this delight, and make it a means to that 
which you are permanently to rest in, you are using it, and it is an abuse of 
language to say that you enjoy it. But if you cling to it, and rest in it, finding your 
happiness complete in it, then you may be truly and properly said to enjoy it. And 
this we must never do except in the case of the Blessed Trinity, who is the 
Supreme and Unchangeable Good.342  
 
Again, because Augustine recognizes that it is God who imbues all things with goodness, 
when we love others, we of necessity love God in them because they point to a good 
beyond themselves.343 Augustine thus speaks of using others insofar as we must view 
them iconically.  
For Augustine, only when we view created beings iconically can we appreciate 
their full dignity. To love others in their finite particularity, we must recognize the way in 
                                                 
41, no. 1 (2010); Kevin Corrigan, “Love of God, Love of Self, and Love of Neighbor: Augustine’s Critical 
Dialogue with Platonism,” Augustinian Studies 34, no. 1 (2003); Oliver O’Donovan, The Problem of Self-
love in St. Augustine (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), and his subsequent article, “‘Usus’ 
and ‘Fruitio’ in Augustine, ‘De doctrina christiana I,’” The Journal of Theological Studies 33, no. 2 (1982); 
Susannah Ticciati, “The Human Being as Sign in Augustine’s De doctrina christiana,” Neue Zeitschrift fur 
Systematische Theologie und Religions philosophie 55, no. 1 (2013). 
340 John Burnaby, Amor Dei: Study of the Religion of St. Augustine (London, UK: Hodder & 
Stoughton Limited, 1938), 106. 
341 Ibid. 
342 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.33. 
343 Cf. Augustine’s Retractations, in which Augustine clarifies his views in On the Trinity, 
claiming that “when I was discussing the visible body, I said: ‘To love this, therefore, is to be estranged 
[from God].’ This was said relative to that love with which something is so loved that in the enjoyment of it 
the one who loves this considers himself happy; for it is not estrangement to love corporeal beauty unto the 
praise of the Creator, so that everyone who enjoys the Creator himself is truly happy” (41.2). 
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which they bear the mark of their Creator – we can love others holistically only when we 
are aware of the ways they witness to the Creator, and we can respect their dignity only 
when we recognize it to be dependent upon their participation in the created order. If 
God’s goodness is absolute and immanent, then any good that we love in the other is of 
God, and our love is directed toward God, so long as we recognize that the good we love 
refers back to, and is sustained by, the Creator. However, this does not mean that the 
beloved is reduced to an indiscriminate creature of God; it rather facilitates a more 
holistic appreciation of the other in her particularity, which includes her unique 
participation in God’s created order.  
Thus, Augustine’s classification of human beings as goods to be used is not as 
contrary to common moral sensibilities as it might at first appear. It does not objectify or 
homologize people in a way that detracts from their individual and particular 
dignity. Augustine is a staunch advocate for the dignity of human beings, but he 
maintains that human dignity always points beyond the human being toward God. In this 
way, when a person is valued holistically and authentically, the love or respect we give to 
her is inherently directed beyond the strictly autonomous self – she is “used” in an iconic 
sense.  
When Augustine says that we should “love [our neighbors] in God” (Confessions, 
IV.12), then, he means to say that clinging to our neighbors as though they are eternal 
always will bring us disappointment and frustration, and it will burden the other with 
expectations that they cannot fulfill. Viewing others iconically, on the other hand, will 
enable us to broaden the scope of our love as we delight in them as individuals; but this 
 Chapter 3: Augustinian Justice and Secular Politics – A Defense 133 
 
love necessarily will deepen our love for God.344 Failure to recognize this iconic function 
of human beings – and the corresponding error of excessive or deficient attachment to 
goods – actually diminishes one’s ability to appreciate the other in particularity, on 
Augustine’s view.345 Augustine’s recollection of the death of his friend in Book IV of 
Confessions, for example, indicates his understanding that excessive self-attachment 
motivated him to possess his friend by projecting his own identity onto his friend, while 
excessive detachment from the other and from God prevented him from valuing the 
distinct self of his friend.346 
I want to linger over this last point before moving on to the next section. While 
Arendt criticizes Augustine’s view of love for denying the alterity and particularity of the 
neighbor, and for presenting us with an ideal of justice that precludes the free and 
generative discourse that should ground political activity, Augustine’s narration of this 
event indicates his recognition that he loved his friend with a diminutive, inhibitive, 
unfulfilling love – precisely because he did not love him “in God.” This insight takes the 
bite out of Arendt’s critique by revealing features of Augustine’s account that affirm her 
call for free and creative political expression and action, while illustrating how this 
                                                 
344 Raymond Canning explains that “the neighbour therefore rightly directs the loving subject to 
continue his journey to God who alone is to be the object of hope and who alone is to be worshipped as 
sovereign Lord” (The Unity of Love for God and Neighbour in St. Augustine [Leuven, Belgium: 
Augustinian Historical Institute, 1993], 110). 
345 Here, we see the influence of Augustine on Heidegger, who writes, “When we are primarily 
and exclusively oriented toward that which is objectively present, the “in itself” cannot be ontologically 
explained at all” (Being and Time, 71). Wisnewski explains this well: “This does not mean,” he writes, 
“that viewing the world present-at-hand is useless. Quite the contrary, the empirical sciences do precisely 
this. We only run into error when we think of this way of understanding the world as in some sense 
fundamental. When we do this, we mistake one mode of the Being of objects for their Being in general – 
we mistake one aspect of a thing for its entirety” (Heidegger, 39). 
346 Cf. Augustine, Confessions, IV.6-10. 
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freedom and generativity only come from a broader horizon than that of the finite world 
alone.347 Examining Augustine’s recollection of his friend’s death will be instructive on 
his views of selfhood, relationality, and the proper way of being in and loving the world. 
Augustine describes his relationship with his childhood friend as one of 
“sweetness … mellowed by the interests [they] shared.”348 However, as Miller notes, 
Augustine de-particularizes his friend, describing him “not in terms of particularities or 
peculiarities that mark him off as a distinct individual, but in terms of the two friends’ 
similarities;”349 and, Miller elaborates, “the two young men’s similarity is intense; their 
friendship is less a bonding of two distinct persons than an absorption of two souls into 
one, a reduction of identity – both personal and numerical.”350 As Augustine recalls, “I 
was his second self. … I felt that our two souls had become as one, living in two 
bodies.”351 Upon his friend’s death, then, Augustine describes feeling “utterly lost 
without him,”352 writing, “I had become a puzzle to myself.”353  
For Augustine, it is because he loved this friend “as though he would never die” 
that this disorientation occurs.354 Without possessing a broader framework for making 
                                                 
347 Cf. Jeffrey McCurry, who writes, “Augustine makes a more daring argument: he says that if we 
want to love the world as deeply as we can, then we must be religious. In other words, someone like 
Augustine will say that for us … to enjoy the richest and most joyful love of the world that is possible … 
we must become religious and see the world as the gift of creation. With the help of Augustine, reflection 
on the claim that religion is life- and world-denying leads to the perhaps surprising conclusion that, in fact, 
only religion fully enhances and affirms our love for this world and our lives in it” (“To Love the World 
Most Deeply: The Phenomenology of the World as Gift in Augustine’s Confessions,” New Blackfriars 92, 
no. 1037 [January 2011]: 47). 
348 Augustine, Confessions, IV.4. 
349 Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism,” 393. 
350 Ibid. Interestingly, Miller points out that “their relationship mimics in reverse the idea of Christ 
as two natures in one person” (ibid). 
351 Augustine, Confessions, IV.6. 
352 Ibid., IV.4. 
353 Ibid. 
354 Ibid., IV.6. 
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sense of the world and his relationships, Augustine cannot come to terms with the 
finitude of his friend. By orienting all experience anthropomorphically and 
narcissistically toward himself, without reference to a more expansive context, Augustine 
cannot appreciate the finite otherness of his friend – he misses the realness of his friend’s 
humanity.355 As Miller puts it, “If one’s onlook is to enable us to grasp the otherness of 
our friends … it cannot be conceived in our own image.”356 “What madness,” Augustine 
thus exclaims, “to love a man as something more than human!”357  
To love the world, on Augustine’s view, one’s values must be derived from a 
source of being beyond oneself; otherwise, one’s values grasp at contrived – and 
therefore false – reality. In Miller’s words, “For Augustine, narcissism and idolatry are 
two sides of the same coin, forged together by the self as the reference point for 
conceiving of both God and neighbor. What is basic about such loves is that, as forms of 
projection, they cannot point beyond themselves to something more, only to something 
less.”358 Augustine recognizes that his dependency on his friend – his refusal to accept 
that his friend is distinctively other and distinctively human – distorts his view of reality 
and, consequently, impedes his ability to love his friend. Miller explains that while 
                                                 
355 I should note that Vacek lauds Nygren for “perceptively [arguing] that the basic conversion we 
Christians must undergo is not one of shifting our desire from temporal things to heavenly things, from 
sensual or vital drives to more fulfilling pursuits. Rather … our basic conversion should be from this sort of 
anthropocentric way of life to a theocentric one” (Love, 159; cf. Nygren, Agape and Eros, 223), and Vacek 
seems to think this is a distinctive move. However, I hope it is clear that Augustine’s point is precisely that 
without this Christocentric-theological paradigm, our experience of love for earthly goods will be 
impoverished.    
356 Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism,” 405. 
357 Augustine, Confessions, IV.7. 
358 Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism,” 391. 
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“Augustine’s onlook toward sensible reality as described in Book 4 was idolatrous”359 the 
mature Augustine possesses an “iconic, theocentric imaginary” that “enables him to 
perceive mutable goods neither as temptations to excess nor as vessels of nullity but as 
disclosively real and truly other.”360  
Miller argues that “Augustine’s memory of friendship and death draws on both 
sides of evil’s conundrum to illustrate the motivations lying behind his friendship along 
with the visual and emotional poverty to which it led. That is to say, his affection was 
marked by both excess and deficiency. … Loving too much, according to Augustine, is 
not to love at all.”361 This is because Augustine depended on his friend as though his 
friend would never leave him, but he desired the nearness of his friend so that he himself 
would be whole, not for his friend’s own sake. Thus, Augustine loved his friend too 
much, insofar as Augustine depended on him in ways in which he was bound to be 
disappointed, while simultaneously grounding his love of his friend in his own sense of 
self, thereby diminishing the particularity of his friend and loving him not at all. As 
Miller puts it, Augustine was in the habit of “homologizing reality to himself, of 
projecting an anthropomorphic account of power and sovereignty onto the cosmos. As a 
consequence, he loved his friend as a private possession rather than as someone whose 
goodness could be shared.”362 This is why Augustine wants us to love our neighbor “in 
                                                 
359 Ibid., 396. Miller clarifies that “idolatrous” should be understood “in more than the familiar 
sense of elevating temporal realities to the status of eternal good. The notion of an idol also bespeaks an 
epistemology, a way of seeing. … Everything depends on the terms according to which we receive and 
interrogate sensible reality” (ibid). 
360 Ibid., 391. 
361 Ibid., 397. 
362 Ibid., 398. 
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God” – doing so ensures that we have a larger context than ourselves in which to ground 
our loves. 
When discussing Augustine’s admonition that we love our neighbor “in God,” 
Miller argues that “desire can be appropriately attached to the goods of another when it is 
freed to see those goods on their own life-giving terms,” and this is based on a view of 
Christian love “in which an encounter with the beloved triangulates caritas, iconicity, and 
heterology.”363 Miller acknowledges that this fact might be discouraging for non-
Christians who cannot or do not depend on grace or a transcendent ideal for their ability 
to see the world in this way. However, he argues,  
Augustine may leave his readers with more general, workable ideas about 
friendship and love if we step back from the particulars of Confessions. … What 
Augustine finds in Platonic Christianity is an instance of what, he suggests, we all 
need in order to have true love: a horizon within which we contextualize our loves 
and acquire the ability to value our friends on terms that they can esteem.364  
 
While Arendt, for example, might deny the existence of such a horizon, Augustine’s 
reckoning with these issues should at least mitigate concerns that Augustine’s love 
denigrates the concept of earthly love and is too other-worldly to be relevant to earthly 
life. 
To conclude my response to Arendt, then, I simply will point out that if Arendt 
wants political activity to be free and generative, and to focus on human beings in their 
particularity, her account of selfhood must be enriched. Without some broader framework 
that can ground human interactions, some recognition of reality as external to the self, 
                                                 
363 Ibid., 404. 
364 Ibid. 
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political activity will be limited by the narcissism and interiority that Arendt seeks to 
avoid. Only by understanding themselves as finite, time-full beings, and by striving to 
maintain integrated conceptions of selfhood that account for human beings in 
particularity, can human beings truly act “in freedom and in concert with others.” Miller 
captures this point well: “Augustine’s iconic realism thus enables a manner of being-in-
the-world according to which we may love on terms that are attuned to the neighbor in 
her alterity. It enables us to be available to others, experienced as gifts that we are thereby 
open to receive.”365  
While Augustine’s account of virtue does depend on abiding in a right 
relationship with God and accepting the mediation of Christ, he is not dismissive of 
secular virtue and acknowledges its good, as far as it goes. Insofar as his account posits a 
robust understanding of selfhood that encourages freedom and generativity, it is not 
opposed to liberal-democratic political activity; and further, it can hold implications for 
the secular population, as well, by encouraging a broader horizon against which to 
conceive of human relationships and activity. However, Augustine’s paternalistic 
perspective with regard to religious coercion could undermine his relevance to 
contemporary society, insofar as this view seems antithetical to any definition of right 
relations that would be accepted in our liberal democracy. I turn now to address this 
issue. 
 
 
                                                 
365 Ibid., 409. 
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3.3 Religious Coercion 
 
Because our culture upholds autonomy and self-determination as the pillars of 
flourishing, there is staunch opposition to any external actions that limit an individual’s 
freedom to pursue her own, freely chosen, ends. If Augustine’s views are to be defended 
as applicable to a contemporary liberal-democratic society, then, we must reckon with his 
acceptance of religious coercion.366 Rather than simply excising this line of thought from 
Augustine’s account, however, it is better to situate it within the broader context of his 
theology.367  
To begin, I should point out that Augustine’s support for religious coercion was 
not antithetical to the political culture of his time,368 so his account is culturally-
dependent in ways that need not carry over to contemporary political life. Indeed, Dodaro 
and Atkins write, “Neither [Augustine] nor his society distinguished sharply between 
secular and religious responsibilities. There was, then, in principle no difficulty with 
using the law to suppress paganism, or even to persuade heretical or sectarian Christians 
to join the church of the Catholics: for this would be in their own true interests.”369 Thus, 
                                                 
366 Of course, as E.M. Atkins and R.J. Dodaro write in their introduction to Augustine: Political 
Writings, “Augustine has little time for the view – which many today take for granted – that our freedom 
even to harm ourselves should be respected” (xxii).  
367 Indeed, Peter Brown has argued, it is impossible to excise it. A person wishing to understand 
Augustine’s thought on the issue of coercion, Brown writes, “cannot simply erect Augustine’s ‘attitude’ 
into a ‘doctrine’ – a fleshless abstraction that may be demolished, modified or justified. … Nor can he 
[follow] the more recent historical fashion, by dismissing Augustine’s attitude as a mere ex post facto 
rationalization of inevitable circumstances” (P.R.L. Brown, “St. Augustine’s Attitude to Religious 
Coercion,” The Journal of Roman Studies 54, Parts 1 and 2 [1964]: 107). Augustine’s view of religious 
coercion is much more nuanced and intricately woven into the fabric of his theology, as well as his 
character. 
368 Cf. Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, forty-fifth anniversary ed. (London, UK: 
Faber and Faber Limited, 1967; Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2000), 235. 
369 Atkins and Dodaro, introduction to Augustine: Political Writings, xxii. This, I take it is the 
thought behind Edward Cranz’s claim that Augustine did not call for a solution to the problem of separating 
Church and State because this issue was conceptually foreign to Augustine: “Plusieurs de leurs difficultés 
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while Augustine accepted coercion as appropriate, in some instances, his acceptance is 
cautious and contextual.370   
Augustine’s attitude toward religious coercion shifted in response to the Donatist 
controversy. While he had opposed coercion prior to this schism, Augustine reluctantly 
came to accept coercive measures against the Donatists for the sake of unifying the 
Church and preventing the Donatists from inflicting violence on Catholics.371 However, 
Augustine much preferred dealing “with Donatism … by preaching, writing, and 
debating;”372 and he recognized that state coercion often was at odds with his aim of 
reconciliation and Church unity.373 Augustine also maintained that additional efforts must 
be made to educate the moral sensibilities of those outside the Church. He writes, “When 
people are led through force alone and not through teaching even to abandon a great evil 
and embrace a great good, the efforts expended prove burdensome rather than 
                                                 
viennent de ce qui’ils ont cherché une réponse à des questions qu’Augustin lui-même n’a pas envisagées et 
qui’il ne pouvait envisager dans ses propres catégories. C’est ainsi qui’il ne faut pas lui demander une 
solution au problème de ‘l’Église’ et de ‘l’État,’ car c’est là une question modern, posée des catégories qui 
ne répondent pas exactemente à celles du Ve siècle” (“‘De civitate Dei, XV,2’ et l’idée augustinienne de la 
société chrétienne,” Revue d’Etudes Augustiniennes et Patristiques 3, no. 1 [January 1957]: 15). 
370 As Frederick Van Fleteren argues, “Whether the sixteenth-century Spanish Inquisition is 
justifiable in itself is a question best left to the ash-heap of history. It certainly finds no confirmation in 
Augustine’s cautious support of the use of imperial power against Donatism” (introduction to Tillemont, 
The Life of Augustine of Hippo, 2: xx). 
371 Cf. Ibid., xix; and Atkins and Dodaro, introduction to Augustine: Political Writings, xxiii. Both 
sources note the gradual change of attitude toward religious coercion that Augustine experienced in 
response to the Donatist schism and ensuing violence. Brown, however, argues that Augustine’s defense of 
coercion, rather than “a volte-face provoked by external circumstances,” is “a sudden precipitation, under 
external pressures, of ideas which, previously, had evolved slowly and imperceptibly over a long time” 
(Brown, “St. Augustine’s Attitude,” 109). Brown cites Augustine’s sermons 24 and 62, for example, to 
claim that “in Augustine’s first public work against the Donatists … half of his attitude to coercion is 
already fully formed” (ibid., 110). 
372 Van Fleteren, introduction to Tillemont, The Life of Augustine of Hippo, 2: xix. 
373 Ibid. 
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profitable.”374 Fear of punishment, on this view, can be effective in motivating right 
action, but if it is not accompanied by teaching and encouragement, true reform will be 
slow in coming. Indeed, Augustine long acknowledged that “we learn better in a free 
spirit of curiosity than under fear and compulsion,” although God’s law “permits the free 
flow of curiosity to be stemmed by force” to save us from the curiosity that leads us away 
from truth.375 
Augustine also explains that “many people are benefited by being compelled in 
the first place through fear or pain; so that subsequently they are able to be taught, and 
then pursue in action what they have learnt in words. … However, just as boys guided by 
love are better, so boys reformed by fear are more numerous” (Ep. 185.21). All human 
beings are potentially capable of goodness, in virtue of their common dignity – some 
people need only love and encouragement to act rightly, but many people need the 
motivation of loving correction. However, moral teaching is always necessary if one is to 
cultivate virtue, regardless of how far one has fallen.  
While Augustine’s attitude toward religious coercion, then, was informed by 
culture and context, these passages illuminate two important features of Augustine’s view 
that are instructive for us today: first, he advocates coercion because it will expose people 
to the truth, and over time, he hopes, that exposure will cause those people to commit 
voluntarily to the truth. To recall the discussion from the previous chapter, this view is 
based on Augustine’s belief that continual encounters with the good will cause one to 
                                                 
374 Augustine, Ep. 100.2, in Augustine: Political Writings. Unless otherwise noted, subsequent 
references to Augustine will be taken from this source and cited in text. 
375 Augustine, Confessions, I.14. 
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open one’s heart and to adopt and internalize genuine habits and beliefs consistent with 
that good. Brown explains that “the acceptance of external impingement as a factor in 
moral evolution is particularly associated with Augustine’s analysis of the force of 
habit.”376 Augustine’s hope is that external coercion will lead to an internal 
transformation, and because this internal transformation will facilitate earthly peace and 
justice, it seems appropriate and beneficial for rulers to encourage its development.  
Further, Augustine’s view of God’s prevenient grace leads him to adopt a 
perspective wherein “the individual act of free self-determination … is not denied: but it 
is mysteriously incorporated in an order which lies outside the range of such self-
determination.”377 For Augustine, a person’s will must freely assent to the will of God, 
but God’s will can be seen acting upon a person – drawing her to him – in every 
circumstance. Moral development, then, is dependent upon both external factors and 
individual volition. Brown puts this well: “What is common to Augustine’s attitude to 
coercion and his thought in general,” he writes, “is the acceptance of moral processes 
which admit an acute polarity – a polarity of external impingement and inner evolution, 
of fear and love, of constraint and freedom.”378  
                                                 
376 Brown, “St. Augustine’s Attitude,” 112.  
377 Ibid., 111. 
378 Ibid., 112. We see this also in Confessions, for example, where Augustine recollects the hand 
of God directing his activity, although, at the time of action, Augustine attributed events to chance or his 
own volition. He calls this “the secret hand of … providence” (Confessions, V.6), and Crosson notes that 
“the conception of a providential, loving God, who created us to come to him, who made us so that our 
hearts would be restless until they rest in him, who … comes seeking us, calling us … entails that God will 
have been working to bring us to him long before we become aware of it” (“Book Five,” in A Reader’s 
Companion to Augustine’s Confessions, 71-73). I will note, too, that Henri-Irénée Marrou recognizes the 
implications of this in the other direction. That is, referring to Augustine’s analogy of God’s foreknowledge 
to artistic beauty (cf. City of God, XI.18), Marrou explains that we are unable to comprehend the true worth 
of our actions because they have effects that exceed our knowledge – “history is not written in advance,” 
although God directs the course of history toward the good: “L’histoire n'est pas écrite d’avance: la valeur 
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The second feature to note in Augustine’s account is that coercion must be limited 
to instances that are likely to generate this internal transformation, for indiscriminate 
coercion often will have an effect contrary to the desired one (i.e. to the development of 
Christian virtue). Indeed, this is why Augustine opposes religious coercion prior to 
Donatist violence: he worries about “the problem of the ficti – of the landslide of feigned 
conversions which such a measure would have provoked.”379 Eventually, of course, 
Augustine shifts his position, due in part to the development of his doctrine of grace, 
which enables him to leave the authenticity of the converts in God’s hands.380 However, 
Augustine remains reluctant to accept coercion in all circumstances, recognizing the 
harms that could occur if coercion is used indiscriminately and imposing strict limits on 
the practice of coercion. 
As I take it, there are five essential qualifiers concerning the use of coercion to be 
found in Augustine’s work.381 These are: (1) coercion must be compassionate, not be 
done out of malice or anger; (2) coercion must actually facilitate the good of the person 
who is coerced; (3) coercion is only justifiable within the context of specific 
relationships; (4) coercion must use appropriate means; and (5) coercion must be focused 
                                                 
de nos actes, leurs conséquences lointaines ne peuvent être mesurées tant que l’histoire n’est pas acquise, 
n’est pas complète. A plusieurs reprises, saint Augustin comparé Dieu, le maître de l’histoire, à un 
musicien et l’histoire elle-même … à une symphonie splendide” (L’Ambivalence du temps de l’histoire 
chez saint Augustin, Conférence Albert-le-Grand [Paris: Librairie J. Vrin, 1950], 82). 
379 Brown, “St. Augustine’s Attitude,” 111. 
380 Ibid. 
381 The first three were initially brought to my attention by John R. Bowlin, “Augustine on 
Justifying Coercion,” The Annual of the Society for Christian Ethics 17 (1997), 49-70. Note that while 
Augustine’s view was developed specifically in the context of Donatist violence, the limits he places on the 
acceptable use of coercion give nuance to Augustine’s account of political activity, and, I argue, render his 
account compatible with liberal-democratic society. 
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on a particular other. In what follows, I will examine these limits on the use of coercion 
to show that coercive measures in contemporary society function similarly.382 
Most importantly, given his account of virtue, Augustine maintains that coercion 
is only acceptable when it is done out of love for the other, “out of care, not cruelty” (Ep. 
104.7), and with no sense of pride, self-righteousness or lust for domination. As 
Augustine writes, “those who give orders are the servants of those whom they appear to 
command. For they do not give orders because of a lust for domination but from a dutiful 
concern for the interests of others, not with pride in taking precedence over others, but 
with compassion in taking care of others.”383 On this view, coercive action must be 
intended to help the other flourish.384 Indeed, for Augustine, failure to prevent others 
from sinning when one is in a position to do so indicates deficient love.385 He writes: 
“The more we love someone, the less we ought to present him with the opportunity of 
sinning at grave risk to himself” (Ep. 104.7).  
Similarly, when discussing the use of punishment, Augustine argues that 
punishment should be used only to restore wrongdoers to the fullness of their (good) 
                                                 
382 Augustine’s account of punishment, which augments his account of coercion, offers important 
insights to this topic, so I will refer as needed to passages discussing punishment if they will be instructive 
for considering religious coercion. The picture Augustine gives us of the justice of punishment gives 
perspective for an Augustinian expression of justice, more broadly construed. By keeping rightly ordered 
loves and human dignity at the forefront of his thought, Augustine is able to provide suggestions for 
unifying the maintenance of civic peace with the pursuit of right relationships. His emphasis on right 
feeling and good intent ensure that the restorative aim of justice is never passed over, but his complex 
understanding of human nature and psychology enable him to reckon with the tensions in coercive 
measures.  
383 Augustine, City of God, XIX.14. 
384 Ibid., XIX.16. 
385 Without engaging him significantly in this conversation, I will borrow Paul Tillich’s line, 
which captures this view well: “Through this leniency, which is wrongly identified with love, a person may 
be driven towards a thoroughly criminal career. This means that he has received neither justice nor love, 
but injustice, covered by sentimentality” (Love, Power, and Justice [London, UK: Oxford University Press, 
1954], 14). 
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humanity. He admonishes, “Punishments should be imposed, I don’t deny it; I don’t 
forbid it. But this must be done in the spirit of love, in the spirit of concern, in the spirit 
of reform” (Sermon 13.8). It is important to underscore that Augustine’s moral 
psychology plays a critical role in this account. Because he understands emotions to be 
the product of our loving, insofar as they are evidence of the value we attach to objects, 
he maintains that loving the Lord with all our hearts and our neighbors as ourselves (i.e. 
ordering our loves rightly) will produce appropriate emotions. As Augustine writes, 
“These feelings are bad, if the love is bad, and good if the love is good;”386 and, later, 
“because their love is right, all these feelings are right in them.”387 If we fail to produce 
appropriate emotions, it is incumbent upon us to reevaluate our attachments and reorder 
our loves so that we are loving (and, hence, feeling) rightly.388 On this view, then, it is no 
trite truism to mandate that, in order for punishment (or coercion) to be acceptable, “it 
should always be done without hating the person ... without a burning desire to harm him, 
without being eager to gratify vengeance, even if it is due by law. ... It should be done 
without failing to consult his interests, to look ahead, and to restrain him from evil” (Ep. 
104.8). 
Secondly, not only must coercion be performed in love and with the desire to 
bring about flourishing, it must actually lead the other to true fulfillment and to earthly 
peace, as well (Ep. 185.13). As John Bowlin puts it, “our hope is that coercion and 
                                                 
386 Augustine, City of God, XIV.7. Note, too, that “love in a good sense” is defined here as “a 
rightly-directed will” (ibid). 
387 Ibid., XIV.9. 
388 I have developed this argument more fully in my essay, “The Bonds of Common Humanity and 
the Ethics of Killing in War,” Journal for Peace and Justice Studies 23, no. 1 (Fall 2013), 3-22. 
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constraint come to an end in love for the activity, in choice that follows redirected desire. 
… Nevertheless, this hope turns false if the activity turns out to be less than truly 
lovable.”389 In other words, coercion must be ordered for the sake of actual goods. 
Again, Augustine’s view of the acceptable imposition of punishment is helpful in 
explicating this point: beyond the requirement of right feeling and just motive, Augustine 
wrestles with difficult questions concerning the appropriate nature of punishment, even 
when it is performed with the right spirit. He struggles to determine how punishment can 
be reconciled with loving our neighbors (not only offenders, but our broader 
communities, as well). In a telling passage, Augustine ponders: 
When we decide whether or not to punish people, in either case it should 
contribute wholly to their security. These are indeed deep and obscure matters: 
what limit ought to be set to punishment with regard to both the nature and extent 
of the guilt, and also the strength of spirit the wrongdoers possess? What ought 
each one to suffer? What ought we to avoid, not just in case he doesn’t progress, 
but even in case he regresses? ... What do we do when, as often happens, 
punishing someone will lead to his destruction, but leaving him unpunished will 
lead to someone else being destroyed? (Ep. 95.3)  
 
Augustine thus probes the tensions between love, punishment and restoration, 
perceptively acknowledging the inability of one individual to assess another’s guilt and 
willingness to reform, as well as the possibility that what one person requires for 
restoration might lead to another’s destruction.390 
 Perhaps the most important piece of this passage, however, is Augustine’s claim 
that punishment “should contribute wholly to [the offender’s] security.”391 We can see in 
                                                 
389 Bowlin, “Augustine on Justifying Coercion,” 67. 
390 These difficulties will be drawn out, below. 
391 Note that for Augustine, “security” does not mean simple physical safety, but also spiritual 
well-being (Ep. 91.7). Thus, preventing a person from harming others – or herself – would contribute to her 
security, in that it would prevent her from turning further away from goodness. 
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this the determining factor for the appropriate use of punishment (or coercion) – namely, 
that it must benefit the offender. This claim comes from a paternalistic perspective, in 
that it assumes that those inflicting punishment or doing the coercing will know what will 
constitute the security of another, so Augustine maintains that the decision to punish must 
be made with humility and caution, out of true love. As he writes, “Although our 
cautiousness is full of anxiety, it is far better than reckless assertion” (Ep. 95.4). 
Thirdly, religious coercion is permissible only in the context of certain 
relationships – relationships that are analogous to that of a schoolmaster and his pupils,392 
a physician and his (mentally ill) patient, or a father and his child (Ep. 185.7-8). The 
relationship of a father and son is telling: this relationship should be grounded first and 
foremost in love, but, because of that, it is constituted by enormous responsibility. A 
loving father has the responsibility to raise his son to be virtuous and honorable, even 
when the son resists his efforts. Imperial lawmakers and religious magistrates, then, must 
love their constituents enough to compel them to act virtuously, in accord with the 
responsibility their role confers on them. As Bowlin points out, “apart from these roles, 
coercion would be inappropriate.”393  
A fourth qualifier Augustine imposes is that coercive action must use appropriate 
means – it may not be excessively cruel, and it may not violate certain earthly rights. For 
Augustine, these are the right to life, the right to protection from physical harm, and the 
                                                 
392 Augustine, Confessions, I.14. 
393 Bowlin, “Augustine on Justifying Coercion,” 66. Henry Chadwick also notes that “in later ages 
his arguments came to be disastrously exploited by inquisitors, ecclesiastical and secular, who neglected his 
crucial proviso that the form of correction must be seen to be loving familial chastisement, a minimal force, 
absolutely excluding torture or death even for cases of violence” (Augustine of Hippo: A Life [Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2009], 113). 
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right to the means of existence (Ep. 104.5). Thus, while coercion might be necessary for 
enabling the other to flourish (and, thus, failure to coerce would be cruel), the means used 
must not be cruel or physically harmful. Augustine reasons, “We dearly wish not to 
abandon Christian gentleness; but also to avoid leaving any destructive examples in the 
city for others to imitate” (Ep. 91.6).  
Importantly, Augustine has specific limits in mind concerning what constitutes 
appropriate coercive measures. He claims that men who engage in evil acts “have been 
given ... a life of bodily health; the means of staying alive; and the means with which to 
live badly” (Ep. 91.9). He then urges us to “let them keep the first two safe” (ibid). When 
discussing punishment, he also warns against excommunicating an entire family as 
punishment for the wrongdoing of one of its members (Ep. 1*.1), and against reducing 
someone to “excessive sorrow” through punishment (Ep. 95.3). On this view, then, 
coercive measures must not be physically brutal; they must not compromise the ability of 
offenders to provide for themselves and their families (Ep. 104.5); they must not punish 
those who are innocent of a crime; and they must not crush the spirits of those on whom 
they are imposed. 
The fifth qualifier is dependent on the first four: in that coercion must be 
grounded in loving care for the other, as a father cares for his son, and must lead to the 
other’s actual flourishing by the use of appropriate means, coercion also requires a spirit 
of discernment to determine means that are appropriate to a particular other. This is why 
Augustine prays for Boniface that “the Lord will grant you understanding so that you will 
be equipped to reply to those in need of reform and healing” (Ep. 185.51). Just as a father 
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knows his son and the types of reasons or actions to which the son will respond 
affirmatively, so magistrates ought to use coercion only if it is a method to which the 
coerced person will respond positively to begin a loving relationship with God. Thus, 
Augustine holds that “if anyone refrains from reproof and correction of ill-doers because 
he looks for a more suitable occasion, or because he fears that this will make them worse, 
or fears that they will hinder the instruction of others, who are weak, in a good and godly 
way of life … the action seems to be prompted not by self-interest but by counsels of 
charity.”394  
For Augustine, justice must be centered on seeking peace – i.e. right relations and 
rightly ordered loves – and this implies that our actions must flow from a spirit of right 
love. Love acknowledges our common dignity and seeks the good of all, even if that 
entails enforcing coercive measures. These measures, though, must be implemented with 
care and concern, not hostility or pride. We must understand that coercion, on 
Augustine’s view, while an important means of facilitating flourishing and peace, has the 
potential to reinforce a view of human beings as undignified – i.e. to facilitate disordered 
relations insofar as its misuse will inhibit the ability of the one being coerced to respond 
well to the truth. 
We can see, then, that Augustine’s support of coercion is not as contrary to our 
liberal sensibilities as it might at first appear. Because of Augustine’s emphasis on right 
authority and appropriate means, as well as his insistence that the coercion must actually 
produce objective good, his account is limited in important ways. As Bowlin puts it, these 
                                                 
394 Augustine, City of God, I.9. 
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qualifiers are not “dependent upon judgments about just and unjust coercion that are 
fundamentally different from our own.”395 
By way of returning to the topic I set out to consider – namely, whether 
Augustine’s account, including his support of coercion, is compatible with liberal-
democratic politics – I want to look a bit more closely at the “right authority” and 
“discernment” criteria for coercion. It is important to note that on Augustine’s view, 
“right authority” also signifies the laws of the earthly city. Augustine writes that a pilgrim 
of the heavenly City “does not hesitate to obey the laws of the earthly city by which those 
things which are designed for the support of this mortal life are regulated; and the 
purpose of this obedience is that, since this mortal condition is shared by both cities, a 
harmony may be preserved between them in things that are relevant to this condition.”396 
Coercion, then, is acceptable to the extent that it is allowed by the law of the land; if 
religious coercion is prohibited, then it should not be used.397 This not only indicates 
Augustine’s respect for earthly goods and earthly peace, but it also opens the door for 
Augustine’s theology to inform activity in liberal-democratic politics. 
 Augustine’s support of coercion clearly has much to do with the cultural and 
political context in which he wrote. Because he holds that the Church will lead people to 
the greatest good, and will teach the virtues that facilitate earthly peace and flourishing, 
                                                 
395 Bowlin, “Augustine on Justifying Coercion,” Abstract (49). 
396 Augustine, City of God, XIX.17. 
397 For example, Tillemont notes that in De consensus euangelistarum, Augustine “indicates pagan 
statues were being destroyed on the authority and under the direction of imperial law. No express laws 
existed for such destruction until the laws published and executed in Africa in 399. Previous to these laws, 
[in Sermo 62] Augustine said he had no authority to destroy idols except upon the owner’s consent” 
(Article 125, “De consensus euangelistarum,” in The Life of Augustine of Hippo, 2:58).  
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he urges Christians to bring people to the Church, acknowledging that “some, if they can, 
should do this using the sermons of Catholic preachers; others, if they can, using the laws 
of Catholic rulers” (Ep. 185.8). This makes sense: rulers, out of love for their subjects 
and their responsibility to protect and promote their good, ought to make laws that will 
lead their people to flourishing. Augustine insists, “If [Church teaching] were observed, it 
would contribute greatly to the security of the commonwealth” (Ep. 138.15). However, if 
the political structure is such that religious coercion is proscribed or ineffectual, then 
rulers should lead people to the good through other means that are permitted. Thus, the 
heavenly city, according to Augustine, 
Takes no account of any difference in customs, laws, and institutions, by which 
earthly peace is achieved and preserved – not that she annuls or abolishes any of 
those, rather, she maintains them and follows them (for whatever divergences 
there are among the diverse nations, those institutions have one single aim – 
earthly peace), provided that no hindrance is presented thereby to the religion 
which teaches that the one supreme and true God is to be worshipped.398 
 
Insofar as liberal politics prohibits religious coercion, then, Augustine would not condone 
coercion in our cultural and political context.399 
                                                 
398 Ibid. Importantly, the caveat in the last sentence, “provided that no hindrance is presented …,” 
is similar to the language of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which ensures that the 
government will not prohibit the free exercise of religion. While the interpretation of the scope of this 
proviso has varied, it is useful to note the similarity to Augustine’s own language in his view concerning 
civic justice and religious freedom. 
399 This is not to say that he would not find fault with a liberal political system and desire its 
transformation; it is only to say that Augustine’s arguments in favor of adhering to political laws leave open 
a way in which to take up his views within the context of political liberalism. Interestingly, while I am 
focusing on Augustine’s negative claim to show that his account is not opposed to liberal politics, Frank 
Vander Valk argues that, indeed, “in empowering the individual, conceptually speaking, to challenge and 
even ignore the authority of the political community, Augustine sets up a dynamic that prefigures early 
liberal thought” (“Friendship, Politics, and Augustine's Consolidation of the Self,” Religious Studies 45 
[2009]: 143). 
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 The spirit of discernment that is necessary for coercion also holds implications for 
Christians in political activity today. To advocate coercion, one must be adamantly sure 
of the cause for which she is coercing, but I have already demonstrated the importance of 
humility to virtue and political action. Thus, any claim that one is absolutely certain that 
she is using coercion to lead others to the good is suspect. Granting that God is the 
absolute good, as Augustine argues, there is still some question concerning the way in 
which one can be sure that one’s actions are truly good; and, further, there may be many 
means through which to promote and pursue the good, as Augustine himself affirms.  
Augustine, writing of mistakes, admits that “though these errors are not sins, still 
they are to be classed with the evils of life, which so yields to vanity that here we accept 
the false as true, reject the true as false, and hold the uncertain for certain.”400 However, 
he clarifies, there is no error concerning “that true and certain faith by which we tend 
towards eternal life.”401 This seems to indicate that while there is one truth, and one good 
aim, it is possible to err concerning which actions are ordered toward the true good. This 
is why Augustine advocates following God’s commands, and leading others to do so as 
well; only, he warns, “take care that there is no uncertainty about the divine 
command.”402 Further, to re-emphasize a passage cited above, Augustine claims that 
“although our cautiousness is full of anxiety, it is far better than reckless assertion” (Ep. 
95.4). 
 
                                                 
400 Augustine, Enchiridion, 7.21. 
401 Ibid. 
402 Augustine, City of God, I.26. 
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3.4 Summary 
 
In this chapter, I attempted to dispel worries that Augustine’s account has no 
place in contemporary political life. I addressed what I take to be two of the pieces of 
Augustine’s account most often perceived as problematic – namely, his predestinationism 
and his support of religious coercion. By doing so, I hope to have alleviated worries that 
his account is too internal, exclusivist or paternalistic to be relevant in our liberal society, 
and to have demonstrated that his ethic provides useful ways of thinking through justice 
issues – most importantly through its moral psychology and emphasis on relationality.  
I also argued that insofar as Arendt fails to appreciate important elements of 
Augustine’s account, her refusal to admit Augustinian love to political life is not 
convincing. Arendt (and others) might still object that Augustine’s transcendent order is 
unsuited for politics, and thus reject his justice as well as his love. However, Augustine 
emphasizes repeatedly the need for humility and caution when advocating political 
action, even when acting according to Christian teaching (cf. Ep. 95.4). This should 
assuage the concern of those in Arendt’s camp somewhat, I think, since the Augustinian 
notion of a transcendent justice is not meant to be fanatically pursued. 
Augustine’s account provides safeguards against actions that only appear to 
facilitate freedom and self-actualization – it ensures that these things are pursued even at 
the psychological level, so there can be no ulterior motivations for actions that are to 
promote justice. As Miller explains, for Augustine,  
Vice combines inordinate desire with arbitrary freedom – freedom that aspires to 
be God-like, uncreated and non-contingent. Vice is thus both excessive and 
empty. … Virtue contrasts in a parallel, two-fold sense: Desirable desires are 
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ordered by charity, which, in turn, enables the self to choose in ways that are free 
from an image of the self as uncreated.403  
 
In other words, when the virtue of justice is grounded in rightly ordered loves, it will 
facilitate the authentic engagement of human beings with the world around them and will 
allow for freer, more fulfilling self-expression. 
I have yet to complete the full picture of ordered loves and human flourishing, but 
it should be emerging as evident that the Augustinian ethic of justice and rightly ordered 
love offers both a powerful critique and an enriching supplement to liberal theories of 
justice that neglect the importance of moral psychology and relationality in their 
construction of the just political life. As I have shown, Augustine’s account of justice and 
love serves to unify the two virtues, so that they are distinct, but interdependent. Justice 
takes its form from love, but love is incomplete where the virtue of justice is lacking. On 
this view, political life necessarily involves love, in that what we love is what we value, 
and our actions are demonstrative of our loves. 
Because Augustine’s account of selfhood is integrally relational, it is hardly 
surprising that his account of justice – of giving and receiving what is due – demands that 
we abide in appropriate relationship with others, self and God; and this, of course, entails 
maintaining the appropriate affective and psychological stance. One need not affirm 
Augustine’s underlying theology to benefit from these insights. To be sure, Augustine’s 
arguments are somewhat loosened from their moorings when one attempts to extract his 
ethics from his metaphysics. However, the picture Augustine presents of ordered loves 
                                                 
403 Miller, “Evil, Friendship, and Iconic Realism,” 406. 
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and right relations can inform our thinking about the pursuit of justice in ways that do not 
necessarily depend on acceptance of his theological commitments.  
In the next chapter, I will recast his account in light of contemporary Augustinian 
frameworks of political justice to illuminate some of the nuances in the concept of “right 
relations” and to illustrate the way in which this Catholic doctrine applies to the secular 
population. Doing so will clarify further the positive ways in which an Augustinian ethic 
of right relations can be useful to contemporary considerations of justice. 
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Chapter 4: Contemporary Augustinian Politics and Catholic Social Teaching 
 
In the previous chapter, I addressed – and, I hope, mitigated – certain important 
concerns regarding Augustine’s theology – namely, his doctrine of predestinationism and 
his support of religious coercion, in which he advocates relations that, at least at first, 
strike most contemporary readers as patently not right. I have not yet explored, however, 
what “right relations” should look like in contemporary political activity, so the current 
chapter will begin to move my Augustinian account into present-day considerations of 
justice. 
Given Augustine’s own insistence that ethical deliberations and norms ought to 
track the development of culture and be integrated with practical concerns (provided they 
remain grounded in theological truth),404 it seems fair to move now from a specifically 
Augustinian account of love and justice to a more contemporary interpretation. Augustine 
provides us with excellent tools for approaching these issues, particularly as he 
emphasizes the psychological and relational facets of human beings. Some of the ethical 
positions he advocates, however – e.g. his uncritical acceptance of the subordination of 
women to men – are too dated to be very helpful in contemporary discourse.405 
                                                 
404 I will support this claim and flesh out his arguments concerning this issue in chapter five. 
405 Cf. Edmund Hill, who argues that Augustine’s view of women “exhibits uncriticized 
assumptions about the social inferiority and subordination of women that are not acceptable today, and can 
indeed be seen to be at variance with the basic insights of the gospel. They were not, however, so seen 
either by him or by his contemporaries, including (as far as we can tell) the women. But as a humane man 
and a Christian, Augustine treated women with honour and respect” (“St Augustine — A Male 
Chauvinist?” [speech transcript, The Robert Hugh Benson Graduate Society, Cambridge, UK, November 
22, 1994]). Also, Augustine maintains the spiritual equality of men and women, which, for him, is more 
important than physical difference (cf. Augustine, “On the Literal Interpretation of Genesis,” III.2, in On 
Genesis: Two Books on Genesis against the Manichees and On the Literal Interpretation of Genesis: An 
Unfinished Book, trans. Roland J. Teske, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation 84 [Washington, 
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While chapter three demonstrated that Augustine’s view is not opposed to liberal-
democratic politics, I want to turn now to exploring the ways in which Augustine’s 
theology can contribute positively to current justice discourse. To that end, I will begin in 
sections one and two by describing a picture of political activity as painted by Jean 
Bethke Elshtain and Eric Gregory, two contemporary Augustinian thinkers. Elshtain’s 
account provides important reasons for Augustine’s view of justice to shape the 
development of political institutions today, while Gregory gets at the heart of justice, as it 
were, by focusing on the internal motivations of citizens engaged in political life. Each of 
these thinkers contributes an interesting piece to an account of Augustinian liberal 
politics, and exploring their arguments will help to illuminate the benefits of maintaining 
an Augustinian perspective as we participate in political life and the pursuit of justice. 
In the third section of this chapter, however, I will present what I take to be the 
clearest and most robust articulation of Augustinian theology for participation in political 
life – namely, Catholic social teaching. Here, I will explore the development of Catholic 
social teaching, identifying the ways in which this view finds its roots in Augustine’s 
account of rightly ordered loves. By approaching Catholic social teaching through an 
Augustinian lens, I hope to bring Augustine’s moral psychology into 21st Century justice 
discourse, and to develop an account of justice and right relations that reflects the 
progress that has informed 21st century moral thinking. This section will focus 
predominately on two themes – human dignity, with its corresponding rights and 
                                                 
DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1991]). Thus, I argue that even culturally-influenced biases 
are limited and leave room for adaptation (and I will show in chapter five that Augustine himself would 
concur). 
 Chapter 4: Contemporary Augustinian Politics and Catholic Social Teaching 159 
 
responsibilities, and the common good – which, taken together, offer a unique way of 
thinking about justice that, I argue, is critical for contemporary society. 
Thus, in this chapter, I will examine the development of the theology of rightly 
ordered loves and right relations to demonstrate the relevance and comprehensiveness of 
an Augustinian perspective to the contemporary struggle for justice. Examining these 
contemporary accounts of Augustinianism will illuminate the ways in which Augustine 
has provided a clear framework for considering (and pursuing) justice in political life, 
and it will give my Augustinian account a more contemporary tone. While the first two 
sections will identify the insights of this account that make it an important counterpart to 
liberal politics, section three will demonstrate ways of thinking through justice and 
politics that incorporate those insights but surpass liberalism’s limited view of justice. 
4.1 Augustinian Liberalism: Elshtain on Institutional Justice 
 
Keeping Augustine’s account of ordered goods and right relations in mind, I now 
turn to Jean Bethke Elshtain’s account of Augustinian politics as I examine the 
implications of maintaining an Augustinian ethic of rightly ordered loves in political 
institutions. Early on in Augustine and the Limits of Politics, Elshtain claims that “any 
ongoing way of life requires robust yet resilient institutions that embody and reflect, 
mediate and shape, our passions and our interests.”406 On Elshtain’s view, these 
institutions help to guide members of the earthly city on their pilgrimage to the heavenly 
                                                 
406 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1995), 2. 
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city; they provide the framework within which human beings can most successfully 
sustain relationships.407  
For Elshtain, social and political institutions both limit human beings in their 
autonomous activity, and are limited by human beings and their free will.408 She argues 
that human beings erect political institutions and mandate laws that affirm our absolute 
autonomy, but ultimately, our sense of powerlessness to overcome mortality and 
imperfection and to attain happiness transforms into self-serving pride and lust for 
domination when we do not accept the contingencies of human finitude.409 Hence, 
Elshtain maintains, the political institutions set up to protect and affirm human dignity are 
potential seedbeds for injustice and discord if they perpetuate the myth of self-sufficiency 
and affirm the oppression inevitably caused by the pursuit of power. 
On Elshtain’s view, it is Augustine’s concept of selfhood that is most significant 
for his account of political and social institutions. It is important to Augustine’s account, 
Elshtain writes, that we “celebrate unity within the diversity of sentient humanity, and 
diversity within the unity.”410 In this way, “selves might recognize one another in their 
distinctiveness, yet come together in friendship or solidarity.”411 Elshtain, here, registers 
                                                 
407 Ibid. 
408 I should note that Reinhold Niebuhr, who advocates an influential brand of contemporary 
Augustinian realism, prefigures Elshtain’s account, writing that “man’s capacity for justice makes 
democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary” (preface to The 
Children of Light and the Children of Darkness [n.p.: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1944]). See footnote 422, 
below, for more on Niebuhr. 
409 Note the divergence from Rawls’s account of political institutions, which, Weithman argues, 
are appealing precisely because through them “we conduct ourselves as free equals and thereby rise above 
‘the contingencies and accidents of the world’ (TJ, 503)” (Weithman, “Does Justice as Fairness Have a 
Religious Aspect?,” in Blackwell Companions to Philosophy, 47). 
410 Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics, 43. 
411 Ibid., 6. We can see, here, echoes of Vacek’s description of love as “unity-in-difference,” as 
well as continuity with Augustine’s view of love and friendship, discussed in chapter 3. This view, too, 
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Augustine’s understanding that only rightly ordered loves, which appreciate the 
particularities of self and other, can motivate justice. This is the ground for just and 
effective institutions.  
As I have done, Elshtain describes the self on Augustine’s view as fundamentally 
relational – grounded first in loving relationship with God, which corresponds to loving 
relationships with others. Human beings, Elshtain argues, are created for love, so “love 
provides the horizon for our account of selfhood.”412 On this account, we are always 
dependent upon God and others, and we must embrace our own dependency and respond 
appropriately to the awareness that others are dependent upon us. However, as Elshtain 
makes sure to remind us, “one’s dependence on others is not a diminution but an 
enrichment of self. … That is what the ethic of caritas is about – not moralistic self-
abnegation but an abundant overflowing of the fullness of life.”413 This “fullness of life” 
can be experienced only when one recognizes the ties of human dependency and works to 
strengthen those bonds in humility.  
Without this humility, human beings overestimate themselves and pursue success 
that is understood as “untrammeled individual striving.”414 Elshtain notes that Augustine 
would call this the “sin of pride,”415 although our culture rejects such language. Thus, on 
Elshtain’s view, “pridefulness denies our multiple and manifold dependencies;”416 in our 
                                                 
stands opposed to Rawls’s, who wants us to approach justice and the development of just institutions far 
removed from anything that renders ourselves or our neighbors “distinct.”  
412 Ibid., 59. 
413 Ibid., 36. 
414 Ibid., 49. 
415 Ibid. 
416 Ibid., 50. 
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attempt to pursue success as individuals, we hold ourselves to be the ground for activity 
and meaning, forgetting that dependency on others is ingredient to our very selfhood. “In 
thus forgetting,” Elshtain claims, “we forge forth as the principle of our own being, to 
mow down whatever stands in our way.”417  
This is not only detrimental to those “standing in our way,” it is the source of 
debilitating pressure on our own selves. For Augustine, on Elshtain’s view, the “real joys 
of human life” lie in “our capacity for surprise and delight and love and yearning … but 
we cannot yearn if we have made ourselves the ground of our own Being.”418 Thus, pride 
(excessive self-love) inhibits flourishing. As Elshtain explains, “we bind ourselves to 
ourselves through bad willing, leading, in turn, to actions flowing from the libido 
dominandi that, over time, become habitual.”419  
This desire to dominate others in pride rather than humble ourselves in love is the 
reason we need political and social institutions to protect and promote our interests. If 
human beings were capable of perfect love of God, which translates into perfect love of 
self and neighbor, humility and peace would permeate human affairs, and pride and strife 
would have no place. Perfection, though, is present only in the heavenly city; pilgrims in 
the earthly city must strive to promote peace as best they can, recognizing their 
dependency on others and seeking solidarity in love. For, on Elshtain’s view, “without 
love, without charity, without Jerusalem, the City ‘whose partaking is in the Selfsame 
                                                 
417 Ibid., 17. 
418 Ibid., 18. 
419 Ibid., 62. Recall Augustine’s view that the freedom of the human will is inhibited by original 
sin. Thus, we can think of the libido dominandi as not only the will to dominate, but also as the will that is 
dominated by sin. 
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[i.e. God],’ the self is caught in a whirlpool of its own devising, and it spins further and 
further away – from self, from neighbor, from engagement with the created world, and 
from the Selfsame.”420  
Political and social institutions, then, are necessary in the earthly city to limit the 
reaches of human pride; however, these institutions are also limited in their ability to 
maintain peace and facilitate solidarity because they are created and sustained by prideful 
human beings. As Elshtain explains, “a closer look at Augustine on the nature and 
purpose of social forms and civic life shows us that these are not, crudely, what sin has 
brought into the world but what man, who is sinful, has wrought through the use of his 
God-given reason and his capacity for love, as well as his lust for dominance.”421  
Elshtain reads Augustine as saying that the role of civic institutions is imperative 
for maintaining a semblance of peace and justice, but that we must act humbly and 
cautiously in our pursuit of these virtues, with the knowledge that perfect peace and 
justice are unattainable.422 In Augustine’s words, earthly “institutions have one single aim 
                                                 
420 Ibid., 17. 
421 Ibid., 27. 
422 Reinhold Niebuhr echoes this claim, arguing that “equality as a pinnacle of the ideal of justice 
implicitly points toward love as the final norm of justice” (Human Destiny, vol. 2, The Nature and Destiny 
of Man: A Christian Interpretation [Charles Scribner's Sons, 1943; Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1996], 254). His account is premised on the claim that while perfect love might be the highest 
ideal toward which humanity should strive, the impossibility of achieving it makes necessary practical, 
limited aims for justice. I would argue, however, that seeking equality that is not grounded in love often 
results in a distorted sense of personhood that cannot relate rightly to the world, and, thus, cannot 
participate in justice. In other words, without recognizing that justice inheres in the maintenance of rightly 
ordered loves and the pursuit of right relations, which entails a particular view of human personhood, 
attempts to achieve equality without reference to the good of the self can be only superficially just – not 
even close, I would argue, to reaching “the pinnacle” of what could be earthly justice. Equality between 
human beings is, of course, a good to be upheld, and is clearly one important feature of justice; however, 
there is a tendency today to conflate equality between persons qua citizens with equality between persons 
qua self-determining beings, and this tendency, rather than facilitating justice, serves to reinforce the notion 
that human beings are independent absolutes, which perpetuates the emptiness and restlessness that is a 
consequence of our denial of finitude. However, this point of contention aside, Niebuhr’s insights into the 
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– earthly peace,”423 but even our best effort, “our righteousness itself … is nevertheless 
only such as to consist in the forgiveness of sins rather than in the perfection of 
virtues.”424 Thus, Elshtain summarizes, “Social life on all levels is full of ills and yet to 
be cherished.”425  
For Elshtain, this reading of Augustine holds particular import for contemporary 
life in its approach to human happiness. On Elshtain’s view, human beings are unhappy 
and full of strife, precisely because they prize self-esteem and individual success and 
satisfaction – indeed, Augustine advanced this view, as well. Augustine’s account is 
needed now, perhaps more than ever, because he “shifts the ontology of the self, relocates 
the self in a transformed understanding, and moves toward a self that is no longer 
dominated by a need to dominate, nor bound by the immediacy of desire.”426 By doing 
so, Augustine reminds us of our interdependency and the necessity of humility to peace 
and flourishing.  
Elshtain argues that, compared to other contemporary ways of thinking about 
justice in political life, this picture is much more robust for its broad scope – i.e. because 
it expands the ground of human activity from self-centered to other-centered – and is 
more suited to facilitating peace and solidarity. Thus, this Augustinian account is 
applicable to liberal-democratic institutions as they attempt to represent the interests of 
                                                 
practice of justice in political relations are valuable, indeed, and I will pull from his account by way of 
illuminating my own in the conclusion of this dissertation. 
423 Augustine, City of God, XIX.17. 
424 Ibid., XIX.27. 
425 Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics, 27.  
426 Ibid., 11. For an instructive discussion on this point, see Ronald Rolheiser, Forgotten among 
the Lilies: Learning to Love beyond Our Fears (n.p.: Doubleday, 2004). 
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the people in seeking earthly peace.427 As Elshtain concludes, “In this world of 
discontinuities and profound yearnings, of sometimes terrible necessities, a human being 
can yet strive to maintain or to create an order that approximates justice.”428 
4.2 Augustinian Liberalism: Gregory on Justice and Moral Psychology 
 
Eric Gregory picks up on these themes in Politics and the Order of Love, but his 
account addresses the individual dispositions that are necessary for justice to go beyond 
institutional justice. Gregory claims that only “an Augustinian civic liberalism that 
prominently features love can be sensitive to the conditions of pluralism and the great 
political values of justice, equality, and respect.”429 Further, Gregory maintains that many 
liberals, such as Hannah Arendt, misconstrue “love by focusing on its political 
pathologies and construing love solely in terms of sentimental benevolence or fellow-
feeling. … If [love] truly involves giving each his or her due in all respects,” he argues, 
“justice must also involve loving what merits love and securing, as best possible, the 
                                                 
427 Unfortunately, Elshtain stops short of reckoning sufficiently with the conceptual difficulty 
involved in reconciling Augustine’s views of sin and depravity (which are important pieces of her account) 
with contemporary secular worldviews. Elshtain notes that the language of sin is unpopular, but she does 
not demonstrate the way in which its unpopularity can be overcome, or how it can prove convincing to 
contemporary society. While Elshtain seems to base her account on the premise that Augustine’s moral-
psychological insights resonate with contemporary dis-ease, a point with which I concur, these insights are 
theologically-oriented and so require a more explicit link to secular perpectives (cf. Ronald Beiner, review 
of Augustine and the Limits of Politics, by Jean Bethke Elshtain, Canadian Journal of Political Science 30, 
no. 1 [March 1997]: 192). Because my own approach to Augustine is similar to Elshtain’s, I hope this 
dissertation develops the start (at least) of such a link. 
428 Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics, 111. Insole is helpful on this point: the 
imperfection of human nature, he explains, means that “we should be practical, realistic and compassionate, 
rather than full of righteousness, pride, extreme idealism or indignation. But there is something from which 
we have fallen … a moral order exemplifying goodness, beauty and harmony, and we should still orientate 
ourselves as much as possible to this order” (The Politics of Human Frailty: A Theological Defense of 
Political Liberalism, Faith in Reason [London: SCM Press, 2004; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2005], 34). 
429 Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love, 300. 
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conditions for persons to flourish.”430 Thus, while Elshtain identifies the contingencies 
and fallibility of human nature that necessitate liberal political institutions and humility 
concerning their domain, Gregory explicates Augustine’s account of rightly ordered loves 
to explain more clearly the role and source of Christian virtues and their place in politics. 
In doing so, he further opens up discussion of moral psychology as a critical piece of 
political action and civic virtue.  
Gregory indicts readings of Augustine that split the intellectual and emotional 
planks of Augustine’s thought, or that keep wholly separate the earthly and heavenly 
cities of Augustine’s City of God. Instead, Gregory claims, his “Augustinian account of 
love that follows Augustine’s innovation on [Stoicism and Platonism] is both affective 
and cognitive, and oriented both to the world and God.”431 Gregory develops this 
Augustinian moral psychology by emphasizing the Christological framework within 
which Augustine formed his arguments.  
He recognizes that the humanity of Christ – his affectivity, cognition and 
physicality – provides the impetus for human compassion and the necessity of promoting 
the good of human beings in this life, as well as in the next. Gregory writes, “The figure 
of Jesus presented Augustine with the flesh and blood of compassion. Emotions, then, are 
not simply sentiments. In moving us to action, they become instruments of justice in 
accord with right reason.”432 Gregory, here, moves away from a Rawlsian conception of 
political liberalism and forges a new track of liberalism that protects and pursues equality 
                                                 
430 Ibid., 157. 
431 Ibid., 39. 
432 Ibid., 38. 
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and justice by attending to the normative aspects of moral psychology and virtue rather 
than legalistic public reason alone.433 
Gregory, while appreciating the insights of Rawlsian liberalism, goes further to 
advocate a civic liberalism that “distinguishes Augustine’s desacralization of politics 
from the bifurcation of politics and the aspirations of virtue.”434 The Rawlsian 
framework, as Gregory sees it, supports an Augustinian view of justice as “basic fairness 
mediated by the virtue of respect.”435 This view, Gregory argues, turns on considerations 
of the vice of pride by maintaining that any automatic dismissal of another’s perspective, 
or any attempt to coerce another to hold one’s own view, involves succumbing to that sin. 
Politics, then, ought to be “characterized by humility and tolerance” in order to protect 
human beings against their prideful nature.436 Gregory’s own view, however, holds that 
while political freedom, equality and justice are critical aspects of the earthly city, those 
things can be achieved only when human beings are motivated by love, a sense of 
vulnerability and dependence, and other “emotions of solidarity.”437  
At the same time, Gregory, with Augustine, insists that love must be ordered 
rightly to be effectual and safe for the realm of politics. When developing his account of 
Augustinian liberalism, Gregory acknowledges that “loving can be a dangerous thing, 
                                                 
433 I should note that Gregory acknowledges that “Rawls himself paid considerable attention to 
moral psychology and virtue in the third part of A Theory of Justice. With the turn to political liberalism, 
however, liberal theory has tended to neglect this dimension of his work” (ibid., 72). I would go further, 
though: throughout his discussion of moral psychology, Rawls ignores the normative function of moral 
psychology – e.g. a moral duty to develop appropriate and just dispositions – and this in itself (regardless of 
the subsequent adaptations of his political theory) makes Rawls’s account morally impoverished. 
434 Ibid., 24. 
435 Ibid., 23. 
436 Ibid., 98. 
437 Ibid. 
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especially when wielded as a political trope. It is for this reason that … love has been 
eclipsed by justice as the first virtue of political institutions.”438 In other words, love must 
be mediated through justice. Gregory recognizes that, on Augustine’s view, love 
motivates all human action. However, the effect of sin on human nature is to distort our 
loves and to carry us away from God (and, hence, real love). This, he acknowledges, 
makes love a danger for an account of liberalism premised on justice, equality and 
freedom, in that disordered loves motivate us either to possess the world in our pride, or 
to withdraw from it entirely.439 For Gregory, “Augustinianism motivates and sustains 
love for the neighbor (even the neighbor as fellow citizen), but it also recognizes the need 
to discipline our incontinent loves in a world constrained by sin.”440  
Gregory argues, then, that the good can be pursued politically only when citizens 
are motivated by right love, which facilitates right justice. While, on his account, “love 
and justice are distinguishable concepts that need not compete for attention in an ethics of 
democratic citizenship,”441 he maintains that, nevertheless, 
Love could be seen as the condition for the possibility of justice, like a center to 
periphery even as both witness to Christ. … To borrow from Trinitarian 
formulations, Augustinians might also say that justice is a work sent of love but 
not less than love. On this view, love is never love without justice, just as the 
Father is never the Father without the Son.442  
                                                 
438 Ibid., 157. 
439Luke Bretherton also maintains the importance of love in political life, and he is instructive on 
this point: “Both democracy and Christianity,” he writes, “are bearers of practices and beliefs that uphold 
the dignity of persons and deliberation about common objects of love as the basis of an approximately just 
and generous political life” (Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The Conditions and Possibilities of 
Faithful Witness [Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010], 94). On this view, it is in bearing witness to 
appropriate objects of love that the Christian church plays a critical role in political life. 
440 Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love, 39. 
441 Ibid., 176. 
442 Ibid., 17.  
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Gregory thus challenges those thinkers, such as Arendt and Rawls, who bifurcate the 
affective and rational or private and public spheres, and who argue against incorporating 
love into politics.443 
Throughout his work, Gregory attempts to demonstrate that a robust Augustinian 
liberalism ought to be premised on what he also takes to be the linchpin of Augustine’s 
theology – namely, the importance of rightly ordered loves. For Gregory, the implications 
of rightly ordered loves point to a true, morally sound, Augustinian liberalism that 
protects freedom, autonomy and equality by insisting on right relations between human 
beings. 
When taken together, the accounts of Elshtain and Gregory provide a helpful 
framework for thinking about political activity from an Augustinian perspective. 
Elshtain’s account of political and social institutions as reflecting and mediating free will 
is helpful in understanding the ways in which even political institutions are subject to 
considerations of moral psychology. Viewing institutions in light of the human beings 
who develop, maintain, and are benefitted by them makes it clear that our personal lives 
                                                 
443 I should note that in James K.A. Smith’s article, “Formation, Grace, and Pneumatology: Or, 
Where's the Spirit in Gregory's Augustine?,” Journal of Religious Ethics 39, no. 3 (2011), Smith takes 
Gregory to task for “claiming that something like Augustinian love is possible outside the community 
indwelt and empowered by the Holy Spirit and the grace communicated in the sacraments” (568). In other 
words, for Smith, Gregory’s attempt to ground secular politics in an Augustinian conception of love is an 
inherently flawed project – if grace enables the possession of rightly ordered loves, and not all people are 
under grace, then not all people will possess rightly ordered loves, upon which the maintenance of a just 
political order would depend, on this view. This is something like the worries expressed by John Langan 
and James Wetzel, which I addressed in the previous chapter (cf. Langan, Augustine on the Unity and the 
Interconnection of the Virtues, 95; and Wetzel, “Splendid Vices and Secular Virtues: Variations on 
Milbank's Augustine,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 32, no. 2 [Summer 2004]: 276). I argue that for 
Augustine himself, the possibility of love motivating true justice apart from Christianity – or even within 
the Church on Earth – is indeed suspect. An ethic developed according to his interpersonal theology of 
love, however, is not only able to be more ecumenical, but also offers important insights to secular society 
that need not be attached to his theological commitments. This will become clear below. 
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necessarily are involved in ensuring even institutional justice. This view, by emphasizing 
the relational nature of selfhood and explaining the implications this has for political 
institutions, offers an important contrast to the liberal and postmodern accounts we have 
discussed. Insofar as Elshtain argues for the contingency and relationality of human 
beings, and the corresponding existence and activity of political institutions, her account 
enables us to observe a plausible Augustinian political framework at work, as well as to 
understand the implications this view of the self holds for participation in political life 
and the pursuit of justice.  
Gregory’s account complements Elshtain’s in important ways. He, too, 
emphasizes the moral-psychological aspects of justice, noting the ways in which rightly 
ordered loves are necessary to the pursuit of right relations, as well as arguing that 
political institutions can be conduits of the love that produces justice. Gregory offers an 
important addition to this account, however, insofar as he focuses primarily on the way in 
which the internal lives of citizens – beyond the external political structures – are 
important to the pursuit of justice. I turn now to Catholic social teaching, which adds 
substance to this framework of political institutions and civic virtue by offering a detailed 
account of the appropriate practice of rightly ordered loves and the pursuit of right 
relations. 
4.3 Rightly Ordered Loves in Catholic Social Teaching 
 
It should be clear that for Augustine, the moral psychology of love – over against 
that of power – is of primary importance in facilitating justice. Any account of justice that 
neglects the relational and affective facets of human beings cannot lead to solidarity and 
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peace, since the individual must strive continually to find personal happiness that fails to 
engage her whole self and is not necessarily inclusive of her neighbors’ good (i.e. false 
happiness of distorted values). When we draw out the implications of rightly ordered 
loves, we lay the foundation for justice that upholds freedom and equality by insisting on 
right relations between human beings. Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered loves thus 
forms the foundation for present-day Catholic social teaching – as Christine Firer Hinze 
summarizes the message of Quadragesimo anno, “In a world torn by strife, ‘the problem 
… is one of goodness in living and therefore of a right estimation of values. … [If] 
genuine peace – which encompasses both justice and charity – [is to be] attained, God’s 
reign must be restored to the heart of each person and to the heart of familial, political, 
and economic life” (emphasis added).444 
Two primary features of Catholic social teaching have their roots in the doctrine 
of rightly ordered loves, and are necessary for facilitating right relations: the preeminence 
of human dignity and rights, and the centrality of the common good. As I will 
demonstrate, these doctrinal commitments have been cultivated and pruned in recent 
years by the Catholic Church, and understanding these concepts is critical to 
understanding Catholic social teaching’s contribution to considerations of justice. 
 When one values created goods appropriately in light of one’s ultimate end (i.e. 
with the aim of right relations), the inherent dignity of human beings takes on paramount 
                                                 
444 Christine Firer Hinze, “Commentary on Quadragesimo anno (After Forty Years),” in Modern 
Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes (Washington, DC: 
Georgetown University Press, 2005), 153. Cf. Pius XI, Quadragesimo anno, Encyclical letter on 
reconstruction of the social order, Vatican Web site, May 15, 1931, http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-
xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno.html. 
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importance. In that human beings (male and female) are made in the image of God and 
are able to know, love and relate to God, “all men and women prior to identification by 
race, social status, religion, or sex are worthy of respect and reverence.”445 There is an 
inalienable dignity that attaches to human beings by the simple fact of their status as 
rational and relational creatures of God. Indeed, there is dignity in all creation, but human 
beings, as made in the image of God, possess greater dignity due to their ability to act 
freely in response to it. In other words, as David Hollenbach writes, “the dignity of men 
and women is seen in the ability of the human intellect to transcend the material universe, 
enabling human beings to ‘share in the light of the divine mind.’ Dignity is also 
expressed in the call to obedience to conscience, and in the capacity for freedom as a key 
manifestation of the worth of human beings (Gaudium et spes, 15-17).”446 
 Note, here, that human “dignity can be known in the light of revelation as well as 
through reason.”447 While the divine spark within human beings grounds the Catholic 
understanding of dignity, the transcendent ability of the human intellect (i.e. the human 
conscience that pursues and recognizes truth and moral law448) allows even non-
Christians to recognize the worth of humanity. Regardless of one’s spiritual 
commitments, then, “human personhood must be respected with a reverence that is 
                                                 
445 John R. Donahue, “The Bible and Catholic Social Teaching: Will This Engagement Lead to 
Marriage?,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 16. 
446 David Hollenbach, “Commentary on Gaudium et spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World),” ibid., 273. 
447 Paul VI, Dignitatis humanae, Encyclical letter on the right of the person and of communities to 
social and civil freedom in matters religious, Vatican Web site, December 7, 1965, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decl_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html, §5. 
448 Ibid., §3. 
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religious. When we deal with each other, we should do so with the sense of awe that 
arises in the presence of something holy and sacred. For that is what human beings 
are.”449 
 From the dignity of human beings – “that is, beings endowed with reason and free 
will and therefore privileged to bear personal responsibility”450 – a strong conception of 
human rights derives. As Leslie Griffin notes, while the Catholic position toward rights 
was traditionally formulated as “‘truth has rights’ or ‘error has no rights,’”451 in 
Dignitatis humanae, the basis of rights was coherently developed to a much richer claim: 
“human dignity possesses rights.”452 This claim flows naturally from the order of love: 
human beings must acknowledge the fundamental (equal) worth of their fellow persons 
as creatures of God, and must demonstrate this by granting them the freedom and ability 
to exercise their personal autonomy and reason, which includes protection from religious 
coercion and physical violation, and access to the necessities of life, among other 
things.453 
Here, Thomas Massaro makes an important observation: “Because it is grounded 
in reverence for the sanctity of creation and its Creator,” he explains, “the Catholic 
approach to human rights can consider the entire web of relationships that connect God, 
the natural environment, persons, governments, and local communities,” as opposed to 
                                                 
449 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Economic Justice for All: Pastoral 
Letter on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy (Washington, DC: United States Catholic 
Conference, Inc, 2006), §28. 
450 Paul VI, Dignitatis humanae, §2. 
451 Leslie Griffin, “Commentary on Dignitatis humanae (Declaration on Religious Freedom),” in 
Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 254. 
452 Ibid. 
453 Recall Augustine’s affirmation of the latter two, discussed in chapter 3. 
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the relatively thin secular theories of rights grounded solely in respect for autonomous 
beings.454 This is because these rights, depending as they do on rightly ordered loves, are 
ordered toward right relationships and the equal dignity of all. In other words, rights are 
inherently social; the Catholic tradition “always situates rights within communities.”455 In 
the Catholic social teaching model, “the full range of features that constitute human 
nature and dignity come to maturity only in the context of community life.”456   
The ideal community, of course, is one of right relationships. It is “a world 
community … in which each member, whilst conscious of his own individual rights and 
duties, will work in a relationship of equality towards the attainment of the universal 
common good,”457 where the common good is defined as “the sum total of those 
conditions of social living whereby men are enabled more fully and more readily to 
achieve their own perfection.”458 Importantly, B. Andrew Lustig notes, “the traditional 
language of the ‘common good’ has been augmented by an emphasis in recent 
encyclicals upon the dignity of persons and the rights of individuals.”459  
In contrast, the understanding of the common good that underlies contemporary 
views of justice tends to equate the common good with a society that enables all to 
                                                 
454 Thomas Massaro, Living Justice: Catholic Social Teaching in Action, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2012), Kindle Edition, Location 2255.  
455 Ibid., 2236. 
456 Ibid., 2286. 
457 John XXIII, Pacem in terris, Encyclical letter on establishing universal peace in truth, justice, 
charity, and liberty, Vatican Web site, April 11, 1963, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_xxiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-
xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem_en.html, §125. 
458 John XXIII, Mater et magistra, Encyclical letter on Christianity and social progress, Vatican 
Web site, May 15, 1961, http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_xxiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-
xxiii_enc_15051961_mater_en.html, §65. 
459 B. Andrew Lustig, “Property and Justice in the Modern Encyclical Literature,” The Harvard 
Theological Review 83, no. 4 (October 1990): 415. 
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determine their own conception of the good and to pursue it freely. Rawls himself, in an 
interview in which he described the perspective modern frameworks of justice take 
toward the common good, said that the common good might be understood as something 
like the following:  
Means provided to assure that people can make use of their liberties, and 
the like … you might say that, if citizens are acting for the right reasons in 
a constitutional regime, then regardless of their comprehensive doctrines 
they want every other citizen to have justice. So you might say they’re all 
working together to do one thing, namely to make sure every citizen has 
justice.460 
 
Insofar as this liberalism requires each citizen to think of others before advocating any 
particular policy, some might argue that it is not strictly focused on the autonomous 
self;461 I argue, however, that in many ways, it is problematically individualistic. Even if 
this conception of the common good were to encourage humility and compassion in 
citizens, its negative emphasis fails to evoke the same understanding of right relations 
between human beings that a more positive ideal helps to facilitate – i.e. the focus on 
non-interference in a liberalistic pursuit of the common good is impoverished.  
The Catholic understanding of the common good demands that the actions we 
take in our own self-interest uphold and assist others in their pursuit of their own interests 
– not solely because we recognize their rights, but also because we positively desire to 
see them flourish. We must take care that our own pursuit of prosperity does not impinge 
on – and actually supports – the right of our neighbors to their own access to goods and 
                                                 
460 John Rawls, “Politics, Religion and the Public Good: An Interview with Philosopher John 
Rawls,” by Bernard G. Prusak, Commonweal CXXV, no. 16 (September 25, 1998). Accessed May 28, 
2015. http://www98.homepage.villanova.edu/bernard.g.prusak/interviewwithrawls.htm. 
461 Indeed, Insole argues to this effect in The Politics of Human Frailty. 
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opportunity to pursue their vocations. By engaging politically with this in mind, and 
ordering our loves appropriately so that we are fully committed to the will of God and 
love of neighbor, we will pursue our conception of the good while promoting the good of 
our neighbors. It is important to remember, also, that the suffering and marginalization of 
our neighbors, on this view, hinders the personal flourishing of all.  
In the letter Economic Justice for All, the U.S. Council of Catholic Bishops writes 
that “being a person means being united to other persons in mutual love … human beings 
achieve self-realization not in isolation, but in interaction with others.”462 In this, there is 
a strong emphasis on human flourishing, which not only involves spiritual pursuit, but 
also depends upon human relationships. Catholic teaching has tended to emphasize this 
relational function of human beings, and has thus developed a strong argument for 
pursuing the common good to achieve justice.  
From this perspective, our individual well-being is incontrovertibly connected to 
that of our neighbors’, so when our neighbors suffer, our own flourishing is impeded. 
According to John XXIII, “the unity of the human family has always existed because its 
members are human beings all equal by virtue of their natural dignity. Hence there will 
always exist the objective need to promote in sufficient measure the universal common 
good, that is, the common good of the entire human family.”463 This ought to affect our 
political decisions by motivating us to consider the well-being of our “human family” in 
all that we do. We ought to make decisions with the awareness that without the 
                                                 
462 USCCB, Economic Justice for All, 41. As we saw in chapter two, Augustine also holds this 
relational view of the self, and I will expound upon it further in chapter five. 
463 John XXIII. Pacem in terris, §32-33. 
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participation of all human beings in the common good, we all suffer. Thus, pursuit of 
self-interest must include both considerations of our effect on the poor and suffering, and 
activity directed toward promoting the common good. 
In other words, the possession of rights confers corresponding responsibilities. 
Importantly, though, this claim goes deeper than the liberal notion that human beings 
have obligations to others vis-à-vis the rights that all people possess. Rather, Catholic 
social teaching holds that the rights a person possesses entail corresponding 
responsibilities in themselves. In order to flourish, human beings cannot use their rights 
to act according to their whims; rather, they must use their rights to pursue right relations. 
Remembering that rights are a constitutive aspect of human dignity, it should be clear 
that the corresponding obligations are also a necessary feature. If we are to participate 
and flourish in our full dignity, we must accept both the rights and the obligations that are 
bound up in it. Hence, human beings must remember that “in the exercise of their rights, 
individual men and social groups are bound by the moral law to have respect both for the 
rights of others and for their own duties toward others and for the common welfare of 
all.”464  
When human beings acknowledge their personal dignity as dependent on 
upholding the dignity of others, and seek to uphold the dignity of others out of proper 
love, right relations between human beings (and their environment) will ensue. Peace 
through justice will develop when every person receives his or her due, and accepts 
responsibility for ensuring that others receive their due. This, of course, includes acting 
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with the right attitudes and emotions that come from proper love (particularly, solidarity, 
humility and care).465 Massaro thus proposes that “developing the virtue of solidarity is 
… the perfect antidote to any modern temptations toward an egoistic individualism that 
neglects social obligations and subordinates the needs of others to self-serving … 
agendas.”466 
Whereas modern views of justice, such as Rawls’s and Rorty’s, tend to neglect 
these aspects of justice (e.g. interpersonal and dispositional justice), Catholic social 
teaching emphasizes that “justice is a virtue of people who are committed to fidelity to 
the demands of a relationship, whether with God, with other individuals, or with large 
groupings of other people.”467 When proper loves, or appropriate attachments to goods, 
ground the virtues that maintain social relations, human beings will participate in society 
with justice and love, which will facilitate peace and flourishing for all.  
Massaro claims that “a just social order is one that ensures that all people have 
fair and equitable opportunities to live decent lives free of inordinate burdens and 
deprivations;”468 and this will be facilitated through rightly ordered loves. Rightly 
ordered loves motivate one to act in the fullness of one’s dignity, which confers personal 
rights along with personal responsibility for upholding the dignity of others. Insofar as 
modern views of justice neglect the multifaceted nature of justice in light of human 
dignity, they are insufficient for achieving a society of just relations. As John Paul II 
reminds us, “To ‘have’ objects and goods [such as political rights or power] does not in 
                                                 
465 Cf. Augustine, City of God, XIV.7. 
466 Massaro, Living Justice, 2286. 
467 Ibid., 1537. 
468 Ibid., 129. 
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itself perfect the human subject, unless it contributes to the maturing and enrichment of 
that subject's ‘being,’ that is to say unless it contributes to the realization of the human 
vocation as such.”469 
The human vocation is a call to love;470 it is a call to facilitate right relations 
through rightly ordered love. Because rights and responsibilities in community are at the 
heart of this love, it is necessary that our social institutions be structured to provide the 
opportunity for right relations (and protection when they are lacking). This is because, in 
the words of Massaro, “there is a unity between love and justice … [and] love travels best 
through well-worn routes known as social structures and institutions.”471 Individuals must 
act with rightly ordered loves, but institutions, insofar as they are at the service of human 
dignity and the common good, ought to function, as Drew Christiansen puts it, to foster 
“relative equality in society as a means of ensuring that human rights can in fact be 
honored and enjoyed.”472  
 Understanding institutions in this way – as mediating the interests of human 
beings and upholding the dignity of all – creates space for pragmatic decision making by 
those involved in social institutions, rather than calling for decisions based solely on 
theological ideals. Massaro recognizes the importance of this, writing that “failure to 
                                                 
469 John Paul II, Sollicitudo rei socialis, Encyclical letter for the twentieth anniversary of 
Populorum Progressio, Vatican Web site, December 30, 1987, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-
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471 Massaro, Living Justice, 371. 
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distinguish between religious and political functions deprives society of the benefits of 
specialization in distinct spheres of activity.”473 Because the existence of perfectly right 
relations is not yet realized on earth, political institutions must deal appropriately with the 
moral shortcomings of the fallen world as they guide humanity toward this ideal, and this 
requires specialized knowledge in addition to ethical foundations. As the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith advises, “Catholics must assess their participation in political 
life so as to be sure that it is marked by a coherent responsibility for temporal reality.”474 
However, when developing political institutions, human beings ought to keep the 
interests of others at the forefront of their decision making, formulating and enacting 
policies that prioritize human dignity over economic or political gain. The USCCB puts it 
like this: “the norms of love, basic justice, and human rights imply that personal 
decisions, social policies, and economic institutions should be governed by several key 
priorities” – namely, human dignity and the common good, particularly in light of their 
effect on the poor and marginalized and on family stability.475 
Importantly, Catholic social teaching upholds the principles of religious liberty 
and freedom of conscience. On this model, the responsibility to promote the good is 
qualified by the recognition of the equal dignity of all – that is, there is a deep awareness 
that Catholics do not hold a monopoly on goodness, and, indeed, they are often in error 
concerning ethical truth; thus, religious coercion or hostility masquerading as a 
                                                 
473 Massaro, Living Justice, 576. 
474 Note by The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Doctrinal Note on Some Questions 
regarding the Participation of Catholics in Public Life,” November 24, 2002, II.3. 
475 USCCB, Economic Justice for All, §89-95. 
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commitment to human dignity is fundamentally misguided.476 The rights and obligations 
of human dignity cannot be surrendered. For Catholics and non-Christians alike, human 
dignity is inherent and unconditional. All people, then, must work together in accordance 
with their common dignity to promote a society of justice and peace (i.e. right relations). 
As John XXIII reminds us, “The ocean is made of drops. And every action, however 
humble, if it is good, is a contribution to peace.”477 Catholics ought to pursue those 
actions that they believe will facilitate right relations, based on the theological truth that 
has been revealed to them; however, they should do so with an attitude of humility and 
solidarity, recognizing that they themselves are liable to misapply general principles to 
specific circumstances, and that the secular population and people of other faiths alike are 
made in the image of God, which means that they are equally capable of knowing the 
good. Thus, the actions and suggestions of non-Christian people ought to be duly 
considered as potential sources of justice and peace. 
 While this recognition seems an intuitive consequence of rightly ordered loves, it 
only recently has been developed in Catholic social teaching. Since the mid-20th century, 
however, the Church has incorporated into its doctrine this ecumenical ethic and the 
necessity of accounting for the historicity of its own ethics, so as to adjust (with 
continuity to tradition) the application of theological principles to address changing times 
and evolving knowledge. This awareness of “the signs of the times” was made explicit by 
John XXIII in Pacem in terris. Christiansen puts it well when he writes that “reading the 
                                                 
476 This is one area where Catholic social teaching offers a reconstructed understanding of 
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signs of the times … introduced not only a historical dimension to the encyclical but also 
a different moral logic, not one of moral principles alone, but of attitudes, dispositions, 
and virtues.”478 
By adhering to theological principles, but allowing developments in human 
culture to inform ethics, the Catholic Church is able to acknowledge injustices that have 
been culturally institutionalized, and to suggest measures for restructuring social 
institutions in order to rectify those injustices and facilitate right relations. Massaro 
explains, “Catholic social teaching retains a creative open-endedness in both its 
articulation of principles for social living and in the way those basic principles are 
applied. … Even universal principles require careful and sensitive application to specific 
circumstances in various places.”479 Catholic social teaching thus calls individuals to do 
all they can to rectify injustice; to act according to their inherent dignity, participating in 
the human vocation (and, hence, contributing to personal and communal flourishing) by 
upholding the rights of others in an attitude of love. Indeed, in his encyclical, Laudato 
Si’, Francis reminds us:  
Believers themselves must constantly feel challenged to live in a way consonant 
with their faith and not to contradict it by their actions. They need to be 
encouraged to be ever open to God’s grace and to draw constantly from their 
deepest convictions about love, justice and peace. If a mistaken understanding of 
                                                 
478 Christiansen, “Commentary on Pacem in terris,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 224. I 
have been arguing that Augustine himself advocates this kind of “moral logic,” but while Augustine does 
provide strong arguments along these lines, his vociferous commitment to prevenient grace, predestination 
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our own principles has at times led us to justify mistreating nature, to exercise 
tyranny over creation, to engage in war, injustice and acts of violence, we 
believers should acknowledge that by so doing we were not faithful to the 
treasures of wisdom which we have been called to protect and preserve. Cultural 
limitations in different eras often affected the perception of these ethical and 
spiritual treasures, yet by constantly returning to their sources, religions will be 
better equipped to respond to today’s needs.480 
 
This, of course, requires discernment as one works to apply the principle of 
human dignity to specific situations in one’s personal vocation. As Massaro writes, 
“Recognizing within oneself a desire to respond to God’s call to build a more just world 
is only the beginning of a long journey of discernment.”481 However, on this view, human 
beings cannot work independently to rectify injustices: “Great progress comes when 
people of good will commit themselves to addressing the deeper structures that cause 
social ills, beyond whatever commendable efforts they make in charitable activities that 
respond to the most immediate human needs.”482 
It should be clear that Catholic social teaching depends upon Augustine’s 
theology of rightly ordered loves, but it develops his account in ways that underscore its 
relevance to modern society. Augustine’s thought is especially reflected by Catholic 
social teaching in this principle that is common to both: without rightly ordered loves 
motivating the promotion of dignity, human beings will be devalued. This holds 
significant implications for political activity, insofar as the affective and dispositional 
aspects of human beings are incorporated into considerations of justice. When theories of 
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justice focus excessively on one aspect of justice, the rights and responsibilities that 
attach to dignity are underplayed, leading to an individualistic view that distorts the value 
of others (and the self). The call to love is a call to do all one can to facilitate justice and 
peace; to bring about right relations within the human community and its environment. 
Without recognition of this vocation, human beings cannot do justice to the worth of 
themselves or others.  
4.4 Summary 
 
 In this chapter, I have presented contemporary Augustinian accounts of political 
activity to demonstrate the ways in which an Augustinian perspective contributes 
positively to current justice thinking. By working through the accounts of Elshtain and 
Gregory, I hope to have shown how Augustine’s moral-psychological insights can be 
applied to a liberal political framework. Insofar as these accounts recognize the 
importance of rightly ordered loves, they uphold a more holistic, integrated view of 
selfhood and human dignity that depends not only on rational agency but on relational 
contingencies, as well. In doing so, they carve out space for considerations of human 
nature and dignity in the development and maintenance of just institutions. 
 Catholic social teaching goes further to give us a more specific picture of the 
implications of rightly ordered loves for activity in the public sphere. The moral-
psychological bent of this account improves upon traditional understandings of justice by 
considering the full dignity of all people, rather than focusing on their possession of 
rights alone. Emphasizing the affective and relational responsibilities that are inherent in 
human dignity, along with the possession of rights, Catholic social teaching calls for 
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holistic, generative, responsive actions that facilitate justice by incorporating 
considerations of the whole person and affirming the importance of each person’s activity 
in the domain of justice. Importantly, too, the Catholic social teaching model offers an 
ecumenical outlook that allows for (and requires) the participation of all in the pursuit of 
peace and justice. 
 With this framework for Augustinian political activity in place, we can turn now 
to a more explicit dialogue between this account and other contemporary perspectives. In 
chapter five, then, I will round out this argument by discussing what I take to be the three 
primary areas of dissention between liberal and postmodern views of justice and my 
Augustinian account. Answering those critiques will demonstrate that my account can 
incorporate the insights of the other views, while contributing ways of thinking that will 
make those accounts more successful in achieving justice, even on their own terms. 
Chapter five also will develop further my account of selfhood, and the corresponding 
emotional and relational responsibilities that are ingredient to justice.
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Chapter 5: Right Relations and an Ethic of Responsibility 
 
In the previous chapter, I began to situate Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered 
loves within a contemporary context. Through exploring contemporary accounts of 
Augustinian liberalism, I identified the ways in which an Augustinian ethic of love 
motivates a more extensive and authentic view of justice. Then, by examining the 
Catholic social teaching model in light of Augustine’s account of rightly ordered loves 
and right relations, I called attention to some of the specific insights this view has for 
political engagement. Catholic social teaching, I argued, offers an interesting and 
important means of recasting Augustine’s account for contemporary considerations of 
justice. This Augustinian view provides a clear framework for the pursuit of justice in 
political life, and its emphasis on rights, responsibilities and the common good is a 
unique and important contribution to contemporary justice discourse. 
It is necessary, now, to place this Augustinian model of justice in dialogue with 
Rawls and Rorty (who serve as the ambassadors of liberalism and postmodernism in this 
dissertation). In chapter one, I argued that their accounts are impoverished – Rorty’s 
because his view is internally inconsistent; Rawls because his conception of order does 
not go all the way down. In this chapter, I will consider their arguments against this 
Augustinian account to determine whether it can hold up in light of their insights and 
criticisms. It is important to ask, here, whether these perspectives “talk past” one another, 
each positing its own view of the self, human relations, and justice, or if there is common 
ground that enables constructive dialogue among them. 
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To that end, I will propose defenses against the primary objections that (as I take 
it) thinkers such as Rawls and Rorty would raise against applying this Augustinian ethic 
of right relations to political activity as the basis for justice. There are three primary areas 
of my account that seem to be at odds with their liberal and postmodern views: first, the 
claim that this ancient Catholic doctrine, which is grounded in faith in an Absolute, can 
be relevant to and admissible in the ethical discourse of a pluralistic society; second, the 
claim that personal responsibility is inextricably linked to the possession of human rights; 
and third, the claim that one’s internal commitments and emotional life are integral 
features of justice. By defusing objections to these premises, I hope to put my argument 
on equal terms with those of Rawls and Rorty, thereby legitimizing my own critiques of 
liberal and postmodern views of justice and signifying the particular import of this 
Augustinian account for current justice discourse. 
I will begin in section one with an account of Augustine’s own views on the 
historicity and culture-bound nature of ethics – his own insistence that ethical norms can 
(and, often, should) change according to cultural norms, and his approach to responding 
to moral issues by determining whether the applicable ethical norms are intransigent or 
flexible. Tracing these lines of thought will demonstrate the dynamism of Augustine’s 
ethics, which has been incorporated by Catholic social teaching. Contrary to the rigid 
orthodoxy that is often associated with Augustine’s worldview, this account actually 
promotes a progressive ethic that is rooted in tradition but is expressed through 
contextual, timely responses. 
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Section two, then, will elaborate on the concept of responsibility in light of H. 
Richard Niebuhr’s “ethics of responsibility.” I argue that Niebuhr’s “responsible self” 
bears interesting parallels to Augustine’s understanding of selfhood, and, hence, is a 
helpful tool for considering what it means to act responsibly, with an eye toward right 
relations. Insofar as this Augustinian ethic of rightly ordered loves and right relations 
demands that we apply truth to specific actions by responding appropriately to our 
circumstances (as section one will demonstrate), examining Niebuhr’s account will 
illuminate the ways in which this ethic succeeds in fulfilling, but surpassing, the justice 
requirements of traditional and popular moral sensibilities. 
Finally, in section three, I will examine the role of emotions in the moral life. This 
section will demonstrate that moral psychology is an important feature of justice, and 
emotions need not (and, indeed, cannot) be excluded from moral evaluation. Because I 
have been arguing – and will continue to argue in sections one and two of this chapter – 
that one’s whole self must be engaged in the pursuit of justice if that pursuit is to be 
authentic and impactful, it is necessary to provide some account of the way in which 
one’s emotional responses can fall under the scope of moral evaluation (particularly since 
emotions are often excluded from the realm of moral agency). In other words, if love is 
the motivating force that drives human activity, and rightly ordered loves facilitate 
justice, it is important to explore the moral features of love and affective response. 
5.1 Augustine’s Responsive Ethics 
 
To dispel worries that this Augustinian account is too archaic or rigid to have a 
place in contemporary political life, I argue that both Augustine and Catholic social 
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teaching encourage us to “read the signs of the times” and to maintain a dynamic, 
interpretive stance toward ethical norms. Rawls would argue that this account must be 
stripped of its teleological and doctrinal foundation, and any derivative ethics must be 
advanced in neutral, sterilized (i.e. “public”) terms, if one is to engage in political action 
according to its maxims. Rorty, however, would reject this account off-hand since it is 
grounded in teleological claims, arguing that it hinders freedom and creativity and is too 
rigid to be helpful in lending action-guiding principles. I argue, however, that the 
dynamic interpretation – and humble assertion – of ethics that this account proposes 
should assuage the concerns of both thinkers.  
First, for Augustine, when love grounds one’s sense of justice, one will resist the 
temptation to become judgmental and inflexible concerning interpretation of the law. 
(Because the law, on Augustine’s view, is grounded in Scripture, understanding this point 
will require some exploration of his account of scriptural exegesis.) Augustine extols the 
ability of Scripture to symbolize multiple truths that are grounded in one eternal truth. He 
asks, “For what more liberal and more fruitful provision could God have made in regard 
to the Sacred Scriptures than that the same words might be understood in several senses, 
all of which are sanctioned by the concurring testimony of other passages equally 
divine?”483 For Augustine, then, Scripture is generative and prolific, rather than stagnant. 
It signifies and witnesses to the truth, but the meanings we glean from it are not identical 
to the truth.  
                                                 
483 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, III.27, from Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, 
Vol. 2, trans. James Shaw, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887,) rev. 
and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1202.htm>. 
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Again, in Augustine’s thought, although we can glimpse the truth from the way in 
which the created world signifies and witnesses to the Creator,484 the ethics we infer as 
being consistent with the truth must not always be held as absolute. Recall Vacek, who 
maintains that “God wants to create new things that were not present in the original 
creation. … Our own cooperative choices will correspond to God’s original creation, but 
also to the new creation God is bringing about.”485 We also find this in Augustine, who 
writes, “In fact, by walking ‘along the path we have reached,’ we shall be able to reach 
what we have not yet reached – with God revealing it to us, if we are of another mind 
about anything, as long as we do not abandon what He has already revealed.”486 
When interpreting the law, then, we ought to appreciate the plethora of meanings 
that can be apprehended. The criteria for their acceptability are, of course, that they must 
deepen our love for God and neighbor,487 and they must be compatible with the rest of 
Scripture. 488 The norms we infer from Scripture must be rooted in love, and we will be 
successful in this when love also grounds our hermeneutical approach. Possessing rightly 
ordered loves will enable us to maintain a humble disposition that says of those who 
disagree with our interpretation, “you are both my God and theirs,”489 thereby promoting 
right relations by honoring the equal dignity of human beings. By remaining open to the 
manifold possibilities concerning what the law requires, we can incorporate new 
                                                 
484 Ibid., VII.10. 
485 Edward Collins Vacek, Love, Human and Divine: The Heart of Christian Ethics (Washington, 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 1994), 97. 
486 Augustine, “On Grace and Free Choice,” 1.1, in On the Free Choice of the Will, On Grace and 
Free Choice, and Other Writings, trans. Peter King (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
487 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I.36.40. 
488 Ibid., III.27. 
489 Augustine, Confessions, XII.14. 
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knowledge into our hermeneutic, and we can apply Scripture in creative ways as we seek 
to determine what is just.490 Further, by possessing this humility in love, we can uphold 
what we believe to be the truth, while recognizing that “wherever we taste the truth, God 
is there,”491 and allowing our fellow human beings to engage in personal reflective 
processes as they attempt to discover what justice requires. 
The use of “taste” by Augustine, above, indicates his recognition that various 
interpretations of the law are to be expected, and we should look for the good even in 
those with which we disagree, so long as they derive from a true and charitable 
understanding of God’s law. Indeed, he says as much when he writes, “When so many 
meanings, all of them acceptable as true [as long as they are promoted to the end of 
charity], can be extracted from the words Moses wrote, do you not see how foolish it is to 
make a bold assertion that one in particular is the one he had in mind?”492 Augustine’s 
acknowledgment of the many possible ethical norms that an acceptable interpretation of 
Scripture can produce lends itself to an inclusive, dynamic hermeneutic that is capable of 
admitting even the suggestions of the secular population concerning a right course of 
action. Those following an Augustinian model of action ought to refrain from 
condemning off-hand the ideas of others who hold a different worldview, but should 
                                                 
490 Cf. Frederick Van Fleteren, who notes that “in every era Christianity attempts to determine, and 
interpret the meaning of, eternal truths found in Scripture. The existence of eternal truth in the Bible does 
not of course imply that temporal truths or transient rhetoric do not occur” (“Principles of Augustine's 
Hermeneutic: An Overview,” in Augustine: Biblical Exegete, ed. Frederick Van Fleteren and Joseph C. 
Schnaubelt (New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2001), 1. 
491 Augustine, Confessions, IV.12. 
492 Ibid., XII.25. 
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examine those ideas in light of Scripture to determine whether they actually will further 
the pursuit of justice.493 
It is also important to note Augustine’s insistence that Scripture – and Christian 
teaching, generally – cannot correspond directly to the eternal truth. On this view, 
because Scripture involves the use of temporal language, it is always culturally and 
historically bound. The Word of God, however, is “not speech in which each part comes 
to an end when it has been spoken, giving place to the next, so that finally the whole may 
be uttered. “In your Word,” Augustine writes, “all is uttered at one and the same time, yet 
eternally.”494 Christians, then, cannot claim to know or express the exact meaning of the 
truth of God’s Word, since any temporal expression of it is already a distortion. Rather, 
Christians must interpret Scripture with the aim of charity, “based on purity of heart, on a 
good conscience and a sincere faith.”495 When one does this, the meaning of the Scripture 
will become apparent to the interpreter through God’s grace. This opens the possibility 
for many diverse interpretations, and Augustine encourages this prolific reading, 
provided these interpretations are “consistent with the truth.”496  
In addition to those who refuse to admit varying interpretations of the law, 
Augustine specifically indicts those who advocate a literal interpretation of Scripture. He 
                                                 
493 Recall the emphasis in Catholic social teaching on the importance of specialized, pragmatic 
knowledge and on the ecumenical ethic that recognizes the contribution of (good) secular activity to the 
pursuit of peace. 
494 Augustine, Confessions, XI.7. 
495 Ibid., XII.18. 
496 Ibid., XII.25. For more on this, see Frederick J. Crosson, who notes that Augustine “speaks of 
his own desire to be so read” (“Book Five: The Full Disclosure of Hidden Providence,” in A Reader’s 
Companion to Augustine’s Confessions, Kim Paffenroth and Robert P. Kennedy, eds., [Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003], 72). Note, too, that Augustine gives specific details concerning ethics 
that conform to eternal law in Confessions III.8 (see footnote 502, below, for more on this). 
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writes: “In those by whom [Scriptural] passages are literally understood we correct the 
mistake of ignorance, and look upon persistence in it as absurd.”497 On his view, then, we 
must ensure that our perspectives are wide enough to allow for the re-education and 
adjustment of our interpretation of the way in which God’s law indicates that love should 
manifest.  
Clearly, Augustine does not mean to imply that our affective or moral lives can be 
subjectively relative; rather, we must discern those actions that pursue the eternal good 
from within a framework of charity. As Augustine puts it, 
When the circumstances of time have altered, true reason normally demands that 
actions that were previously correct now be altered. Consequently while they 
argue that an action can’t be correct if it is altered, truth, by contrast, proclaims 
that the action will only be correct if it changes; each action will be correct 
precisely when it is adapted to each different period of time.498 
 
As cultures progress in scientific knowledge, for example, their ethical norms can and 
should adapt to keep pace with the progression, but should continue to hold “fast to the 
truth” so that they “may live justly.”499 This is not to say that science should rule the 
                                                 
497 Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, 10.17, from Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, First Series, Vol. 4, trans. Richard Stothert, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature 
Publishing Co., 1887), rev. and ed. for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1401.htm>. 
498 Augustine, Ep. 138.4, in Augustine: Political Writings, ed. E.M. Atkins and R.J. Dodaro 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Cf. Augustine, Confessions, III.7. 
499 Augustine, On the Trinity, VIII.7.10, in On the Trinity: Books 8-15, ed. Gareth B. Matthews, 
trans. Stephen McKenna, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002). Cf. Lieven Boeve, who offers an important insight, here: “Radical historical-
contextual consciousness,” he writes, “should not necessarily lead to radical historicism. The intrinsic 
contextuality of Christian faith does not equal a complete continuity with the surrounding context, inviting 
considerable accommodation of the former to the latter. To the contrary, precisely the contextually 
sharpened sensibility for narrativity, particularity and especially difference, can assist theology with its 
contemporary recontextualisation, profiling the Christian faith in the midst of the current context – 
critically-dynamically related to the context, challenging and being challenged, in between complete 
continuity and discontinuity” (“Retrieving Augustine Today: Between Neo-Augustinianist Essentialism and 
Radical Hermeneutics?,” in Augustine and Postmodern Thought: A New Alliance against Modernity?, ed. 
L. Boeve, M. Lamberigts, and M. Wisse [Leuven, Belgium: Uitgeverij Peeters, 2009], 17). 
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domain of ethics, but rather to indicate the necessity of allowing scientific knowledge to 
inform our understanding of what constitutes the pursuit of the good. Our ethics should 
incorporate historical and scientific data that enrich our understanding of ourselves and 
our world, but our ethics should look beyond empirical knowledge to remain rooted in 
the truth (which, as we have seen, actually enables authentic understanding of, and 
engagement with, our world). 
Augustine explains his reasoning behind this in light of the distinction between 
“the beautiful” (pulchrum) and “the appropriate” (aptum). He writes: 
Anyone who attends competently and carefully to those contrasts between the 
beautiful and the appropriate which are found scattered all over the universe, as it 
were, will immediately see how far all this extends. The beautiful is assessed by 
itself and praised; its opposite is the shameful or the misshapen. The appropriate, 
on the other hand, the opposite of which is the inappropriate, depends on 
something else as if it were tied to it. It isn’t judged in itself, but with reference to 
the thing to which it’s linked. The same is certainly true of ‘fitting’ and 
‘unfitting.’500 
 
In other words, there is an unchanging truth that is good and right in itself; however, the 
norms derived from that truth are good and right only insofar as they respond fittingly to 
their specific circumstances. Augustine gives the example of sacrificial offerings, noting 
that “sacrifice was appropriate in primitive times because God had commanded it. Now 
that is not the case. For God has commanded something else, appropriate for the present 
period.”501 Importantly, however, when something is “appropriate,” it participates in 
beauty – an ethical norm cannot be just if it does not conform to eternal standards, 
                                                 
500 Augustine, Ep. 138.5, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
501 Ibid. 
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however culturally adapted it may be.502 Deane sums this up nicely: “God’s law, the basic 
principles of morality and justice, is eternal and unchanging, but the specific, detailed 
customs and positive laws that govern men’s relationships may differ from time to time 
and from place to place in accordance with circumstances and needs, and these different 
laws or customs may all conform to what is right and just.”503 
When we love God wholeheartedly, on this view, we respond to God and God 
responds to us, making the history of the world and the actions that will further God’s 
creative vision (i.e. our ethical lives) much more dynamic and responsive to time and 
place. As Vacek writes, “presupposed for cooperating with God is a developed sense of 
discernment.”504 When the moral life is considered from within this framework of grace 
and dynamism, the Christian community “can be moved beyond its own tendencies to 
exclusivism or self-preserving structural rigidity.”505  
This Augustinian approach to justice, then, need not (indeed, cannot, if it is to be 
authentic) be rigid or judgmental in its ethical positions. The love that Christians are 
called to embody affirms human beings in the truth of their inherent dignity, while 
humbly and graciously encouraging others to pursue the telos and maintain the 
eschatological hope that enables their true flourishing. Those following Augustine’s 
approach ought not to be afraid to assert moral principles grounded in eternal truth, 
                                                 
502 Augustine lists sins against nature and sins of violence – which, he claims, are “hatched from 
the lust for power, from gratification of the eye, and from gratification of corrupt nature” – as those that are 
to be condemned always and everywhere (Confessions, III.8). 
503 Herbert A. Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1963), 91. Cf. Augustine, Confessions, III.7-8. 
504 Vacek, Love, 139. 
505 Ibid., 129. 
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provided those principles are developed and maintained in love. Thus, we should engage 
with those who also genuinely seek justice with Augustine’s words in mind: “For all the 
differences between them, there is truth in each of these opinions. May this truth give 
birth to harmony, and may the Lord our God have pity on us so that we may apply the 
law legitimately [I Tim. 1:8], that is, to the end prescribed in the commandment, which is 
charity undefiled.”506 Frederick Van Fleteren sums up this approach nicely: “Like much 
of Augustine’s thought,” he writes, “his hermeneutic is complex, and yet the goal is 
simply to bring man to love of God and neighbor.”507 
In this, the importance of love to Augustine’s ethics is evident. While his 
metaphysics recognizes an immutable good, his ethics affirms earthly contingencies. 
When one strives to order one’s loves rightly, one will seek to facilitate right relations; 
this involves leading others toward the absolute good, while acknowledging that one’s 
own pursuit of the good need not be imitated exactly by others and, further, that others 
have an equal claim to knowledge of those actions that best pursue the good. Rightly 
ordered loves enable one to view others as one’s equals and motivate one to discern 
whether the diverse actions of others are compatible with the aim of charity before 
dismissing them. For Augustine, then, the importance of love to virtuous activity inheres 
in the acknowledgment of our common weakness and common hope, and in working 
with our neighbors to promote the flourishing of all. Love impels us to reflect Christ’s 
goodness in humility, maintaining a dynamic disposition toward what constitutes the 
                                                 
506 Augustine, Confessions, XII.30. Clearly, Augustine did not mean for this statement to apply 
even to non-Christians, so the account given in the previous chapter of Catholic social teaching’s 
adaptation of Augustine’s doctrine of rightly ordered loves is necessary to support this ecumenical reading. 
507 Van Fleteren, “Principles of Augustine's Hermeneutic,” in Augustine: Biblical Exegete, 21. 
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fulfillment of the law and resisting the urge to become judgmental and inflexible 
concerning its interpretation.  
This should mollify Rorty insofar as the dynamic nature of ethics on this account 
calls for continual reflection and introspection to ensure that the norms that are advocated 
fit with the changes in cultural beliefs. Although appropriate activity must be grounded in 
eternal truth, a postmodernist who argues for creativity and responsiveness as the criteria 
for successful ethics can find much that resonates with his views in this account. This 
Augustinian account is much more coherent and intuitively plausible, on my view, 
however, insofar as its fluid, responsive ethics depend upon an understanding of agency 
and motivation that postmodern critics such as Rorty fail to posit. 
Rawls, too, should appreciate the humble approach to ethics that this account 
advocates. While it is grounded in a particular conception of the human telos, and, by 
extension, a particular conception of human selfhood, its emphasis on humility lends 
itself to a view of justice that requires that all human beings engage in a personal 
discernment process to discover what is appropriate – which, it seems, is a primary aim 
of Rawls’s theory of justice.  
To satisfy Rawls further, Augustine, too, suggests something like the use of 
public reasons, writing, 
If my discourse is inadequate for ears that have not been well conditioned by a 
pious faith, let us first prepare a reply between ourselves that you consider 
adequate for them, and only then convey to them the fruit of our preparations. For 
in many cases they might eventually be persuaded, by a fuller or more subtle 
argument, or indeed by an appeal to an authority they think it improper to resist, 
of something that as yet their minds find abhorrent or repellent.508 
                                                 
508 Augustine, Ep. 138.1, in Augustine: Political Writings. 
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The difference, here, is that Augustine does not posit such reasons as mandatory – only 
useful. By advocating a humble disposition concerning the pursuit of justice and an 
openness to engaging with the thoughts of others on neutral terms, this view encourages 
the full engagement of the self, while recognizing that the self is dependent upon 
relationships with others.509 It also maintains the importance of internal commitments and 
interpersonal relationships to pursuing justice, which corrects for Rawls’s oversight of 
conceiving a well-ordered society that, problematically, does not concern itself with 
personal or interpersonal order.  
5.2 Rights and Responsibilities 
 
Because interpretation and response are critical features of Augustine’s ethic, it 
will be beneficial, here, to turn to H. Richard Niebuhr’s interpretive model of response to 
elaborate on the role of these features in facilitating right relations (i.e. justice). Niebuhr’s 
account of selfhood and responsibility offers important ways of thinking through the 
concepts of rights and right relations that can illuminate the way this Augustinian 
Catholic model approaches “being-in-the-world” (to borrow once again from Heidegger). 
While Rawls and his liberal counterparts tend to view human rights as a function of a 
person’s autonomous agency, I argue that rights-thinking must be colored by relational 
                                                 
509 Elshtain is instructive on this point: she writes, “Theologically grounded discourse and 
arguments from which theology is expunged should contend as interlocutors in the public arena, enriching 
and challenging one another. The more robust the absorption of complex theological understanding into 
civic discourse, the more nuanced will be that discourse. We are all the poorer if a flattened-out, highly 
secularized political discourse that limits itself to a horizon set by the state or by popular cultural 
imaginings, and an overly simplistic set of religious stipulations of the ‘God demands…’ or ‘The Bible 
forbids…’ sort, dominate political speech. We are all the richer if complex theological understandings and 
rich civic concepts contend with one another” (Jean Bethke Elshtain, “How Does – or Should? – Theology 
Influence Politics?,” Political Theology 5, no. 3 [2004]: 273.). 
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considerations. For a postmodern pragmatist such as Rorty, too, there is a sense that the 
freedom to generate one’s own values is critical to achieving solidarity – i.e. 
individualistic autonomy is still an important feature of such an account. My argument, 
then, can speak to Rorty’s account of self-determination and, correspondingly, solidarity. 
The view of the self that I propose, while more formalized than a “web of beliefs,” is 
nevertheless an interpretive, responsive self. As such, objections to positing a formal 
conception of selfhood, advanced by postmodern thinkers such as Rorty, should be 
somewhat defused.510 
Niebuhr’s “ethic of responsibility” bears significant parallels to Augustine’s view 
of right relations, and examining it in some detail will illuminate the importance of 
maintaining a relational stance – as opposed to a solely autonomous one – when 
determining how best to pursue justice. I should note that Niebuhr himself acknowledges 
a great debt to Augustine, who, he claims, is “the theologian whose fundamental 
convictions laid the groundwork for a thoroughly conversionist view of humanity’s 
nature and culture.”511 As Karen Leslie Spear explains, Niebuhr identifies as a 
                                                 
510 Indeed, in his important work Postmodern Ethics, Zygmunt Bauman asserts responsibility as 
the only moral criterion. He argues that the “assumption [that one can rationally intuit and act upon what is 
definitively good in each life-situation] leaves out what is properly moral in morality. It shifts moral 
phenomena from the realm of personal autonomy into that of power-assisted heteronomy. It substitutes the 
learnable knowledge of rules for the moral self constituted by responsibility. It places answerability to the 
legislators and guardians of the code where there had formerly been answerability to the Other and moral 
self-conscience, the context in which moral stand is taken” (Postmodern Ethics [Oxford, UK: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1993], 11). Still, Niebuhr’s account diverges from Bauman’s in important ways: namely, as 
Thomas A. James puts it, “what makes Niebuhr’s general approach to theology and ethics distinctive is its 
theocentric character, and this offers the prospect of an ethics of responsibility to a divine Other which not 
only avoids but positively contradicts the characteristic abstractions of modern ethics” (“Responsibility 
Ethics and Postliberalism: Rereading H. Richard Niebuhr’s the Meaning of Revelation,” Political Theology 
13, no. 1 [2012]: 40.). 
511 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York, NY: Harper and Row Publishers, 1951), 
216. 
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conversionist himself, which entails a worldview in which, “in the effort to relate 
Christianity to human culture, [one] seeks the transformation of culture by Christ into a 
new creation, while resisting any temptations to pit Christianity against culture, rank 
religion above culture, accommodate Christianity to culture, or succumb to the dualistic 
polarization of Christ and culture.”512 
Niebuhr disavows, however, the two problematic doctrines in Augustine’s 
thought that I addressed in chapter three – namely, his account of predestination and his 
support for religious coercion. Although Niebuhr relies on Augustine’s foundation for 
much of his ethics – indeed, Gustafson notes that Augustine was one of the primary 
influences in Niebuhr’s life and thought513 – he also criticizes Augustine for failing to 
stay true to some of his hardest-won insights. Niebuhr views Augustine’s 
predestinationism and his paternalism as incompatible with a conversionist view of the 
world. As Niebuhr explains, “In his predestinarian form of the doctrine of election, 
Augustine, again with a large trace of defensiveness, changes his fundamental insight that 
God chooses man to love Him before man can love God, into the proposition that God 
chooses some men and rejects others;”514 and, Niebuhr argues, Augustine transforms “the 
hope of the conversion of culture … to the defense of Christian culture.”515  
                                                 
512 Karen Leslie Spear, “Self-integration in Saint Augustine and H. Richard Niebuhr: A 
Comparison of Christian Moral Philosophies” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1994), 6. 
513 James M. Gustafson, introduction to The Responsible Self: An Essay in Christian Moral 
Philosophy, by H. Richard Niebuhr, Library of Theological Ethics (Harper and Row Publishers, 1963; 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 26. 
514 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 217. 
515 Ibid., 216. 
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For Niebuhr, these views are problematic because they fail to maintain the unity 
of God as the Absolute, the ground of all being, and because they depend upon relative 
interpretations of the Absolute for justification. Niebuhr thus criticizes Augustine for 
tending “to substitute the Christian religion – a cultural achievement – for Christ; and 
frequently [dealing] with the Lord more as the founder of an authoritative cultural 
institution, the church [sic], than as savior of the world through the direct exercise of his 
kingship.”516 Niebuhr notes that because of this, faith, for Augustine, “tends to be 
reduced to obedient assent to the church’s teachings, which is doubtless very important in 
Christian culture but nevertheless is no substitute for immediate confidence in God.”517 
While I think Niebuhr puts this last point too strongly – because, as I have shown, 
Augustine’s thought is rife with the importance of personal and wholehearted (not purely 
intellectual) relationship with God through Christ – Niebuhr’s broader critique is well 
taken. Looking at Niebuhr’s adaptation of Augustinian themes, then, particularly as they 
are brought to bear in his ethic of responsibility, will enable us to understand more clearly 
the way in which Augustine’s ethic of right relations speaks to contemporary thinking on 
autonomy and rights.518 
In The Responsible Self, Niebuhr posits an account of selfhood that both affirms 
the autonomous nature of agency and maintains the affective and relational components 
                                                 
516 Ibid., 217.  
517 Ibid. 
518 For an interesting discussion of various meaning of “autonomy” and their relation to moral 
responsibility, see chapter four of Nomy Arpaly’s Unprincipled Virtue: An Inquiry into Moral Agency 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2003, 117-148). For my purposes, it will suffice to understand 
autonomy as something like an individual’s freedom from external coercion (including circumstances 
outside of one’s control). 
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of the self. The ethic that emerges is one that adjusts the moral landscape in important 
ways: rather than focusing on specific and limited acts, for example, Niebuhr’s ethic of 
responsibility presents a dynamic, narrative picture in which each action must be assessed 
by reference to its context – to the past and future events that surround it, and to the 
natural environment in which it takes place. On this ethic, too, each self must interpret 
and respond to the actions of others in a dialogical way, rather than with a limited, pre-
determined view.519  
Niebuhr positions his account beyond both the Kantian view of the self as 
primarily responsible for upholding the moral law (what he calls the image of man as 
citizen) and the teleological perspective of pursuing definite ends (in his words, the image 
of man as maker).520 For him, neither of these frameworks adequately captures the most 
important feature of human beings – namely, relationality. Niebuhr argues that “the self-
making agent is not a lonely self. Yet it understands itself as existing primarily in relation 
to ideas and ideals,”521 rather than in relation to other beings. On the other hand, for 
Niebuhr, the self-legislating agent “lives as a moral self in the presence of law first of all, 
not of other selves. ... His relation to other selves is a relation under the law.”522  
                                                 
519 This, in contrast to liberalism’s moral viewpoint, from which moral decision-making (or, law-
abiding) is considered with a systematic, episodic perspective, without thought toward the contextual nature 
of moral activity or to the non-rational, vulnerable self-constitutive spheres. More on this below. (For a 
description of the triadic relation of human beings to one another and to nature, see H. Richard Niebuhr, 
The Responsible Self, 79-84. 
520 Cf. Ibid., 47-54. 
521 Ibid., 69. 
522 Ibid., 70. 
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In contrast, Niebuhr posits the image of “man-the-answerer,”523 who engages in 
reflective discernment to respond to action made upon him in the most appropriate way – 
the way that best satisfies his interpretation of the event. On Niebuhr’s view, man-the-
answerer, while taking into account the ends and laws advocated by teleological and 
deontological views, acts in ways that fit into the broader framework of his life – ways 
that incorporate his awareness and pursuit of ends and laws, without being completely 
defined by them. Niebuhr writes that with this ethic of responsibility, 
There has come into view a new aspect of our self-existence and with it a 
possibility of new emphasis in practical self-definition. Without obscuring the fact 
that the self exists as rational being in the presence of ideas, or exists as moral 
being in the presence of mores and laws, this view holds in the center of attention 
the fundamentally social character of selfhood. To be a self in the presence of 
other selves is not a derivative experience but primordial. To be able to say that I 
am I is not an inference from the statement that I think thoughts nor from the 
statement that I have a law-acknowledging conscience. It is, rather, the 
acknowledgment of my existence as the counterpart of another self.524 
 
In other words, rather than focusing completely on the ways our actions ought to 
pursue some end or adhere to some law, we ought to focus on our relational nature, 
seeking to define ourselves and assert our freedom by being responsible to others.525 For 
Niebuhr, this is intuitive insofar as we can see in social situations “the extent to which 
active, practical self-definition issues from response to challenge rather than from the 
                                                 
523 Ibid., 56. 
524 Ibid., 71. 
525 Note the overtones of Christian existentialism, specifically that of Kierkegaard, whose 
emphasis on an individual’s free response to his relationship with the absolute both defines and is 
motivated by his corresponding relation to the universal (i.e. ethics). Cf. Fear and Trembling, in which 
Kierkegaard considers the paradox of moving from the particular to the universal. He writes, for example, 
that the “single individual is higher than the universal, though in such a way, be it noted, that the movement 
is repeated, that is, that, having been in the universal, the single individual now sets himself apart as the 
particular above the universal” (trans. Alastair Hannay [London, UK: Penguin Books, 1985], 84). 
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pursuit of an ideal or from adherence to some ultimate laws. In the case of individuals we 
are no less aware of the way in which opportunity on the one hand, limiting events on the 
other, form the matrix in which the self defines itself by the nature of its responses.”526  
Niebuhr explains: 
I engage rather in a continuous dialogue in which there are at least these three 
partners – the self, the social companion, and natural events. ... Communication 
between selves implies the presence of another duologue than the one between 
such selves. And conversely, there seems to be no interpretation and response to 
the world of It’s, or of third-person beings, without the accompaniment of the I-
Thou duologue. Since this is the situation, the self is never wholly dependent 
upon, as it is never wholly independent of, the Thou and the You.527  
 
Importantly, this dialogue occurs within a broader narrative in which “the process of self-
transcendence or of reference to the third beyond each third does not come to rest until 
the total community of being has been involved.”528 Thus, for Niebuhr, “The responsible 
self is driven as it were by the movement of the social process to respond and be 
accountable in nothing less than a universal community,”529 where responsibility means 
accountability insofar as “response is made not to one being alone but to that being as 
related with the self to a third reality.”530 
Selfhood, then, is dependent upon relationships, but is not reducible to its 
relations – the self maintains its agency and independence.531 As Spear explains, 
                                                 
526 Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, 59.  
527 Ibid., 80. Note the use of Martin Buber’s language of relational contexts. 
528 Ibid., 87.  
529 Ibid., 88. 
530 Ibid., 82. 
531 For more on this, see William Desmond, Philosophy and Its Others: Ways of Being and Mind 
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1990), especially chapter 4, “Being Ethical.” Desmond 
argues that “this [implicitly] universal openness nourishes the seed of ethical will. Put otherwise, no finite 
self can be completely defined in itself nor so self-sufficient as to derive the sources of its being from itself. 
Finite selves, as it were, tread water on the supporting sea of the infinite otherness and are what they are, 
even in their unique particularity, by virtue of participating in this” (189). 
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Niebuhr’s social construction of the self is not as conditioned as it might appear. She 
writes: “we are free to accept, reject, and modify what we receive from our social 
companions. Thus, what we know of ourselves and of our world is not imparted to us 
solely by our social companions; rather, it has joint authorship by both ourselves and our 
social companions.”532 Because of the relational bent of this moral theory, however, the 
picture of moral agency is more nuanced, going beyond considerations of merely rational 
autonomy to acknowledge the constitutive role that more passive features, such as our 
emotions and our relationships, play in our personal agency.  
Further, moral evaluation, on this view, requires the assessment of more than 
whether discrete actions adhere to an objective law or contribute to the attainment of 
some objective good; rather, moral evaluation involves consideration of the whole self 
and the total context of activity. Mark Wilson captures this well when he writes that 
“responsibility as a normative approach prioritizes the reflective, attitudinal, and 
emotional virtues that ought to structure our intersubjective and highly contingent 
agency.”533 In other words, this view takes all facets of one’s self to be ingredient to 
moral activity and important factors in moral response. As Wilson explains, “Niebuhr’s 
intersubjective and dialogical framework recognizes that moral activity is not exhausted 
by rational choice and end-seeking, but is significantly if not primarily structured by 
                                                 
532 Spear, “Self-integration,” 20. 
533 Mark A. Wilson, “The Emotion of Regret in an Ethics of Response” (PhD diss., Indiana 
University, 2007), 161. 
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responding to the situations, relationships, and contingent facts of a shared human 
existence.”534 
The dignity of human beings, then, rather than being solely an effect of the 
equality inherent in rational nature, is an effect of one’s relationships. As such, to recall 
the discussion in chapter three, dignity is not reduced to an idolatrous concept that 
attaches superficially to rationality or self-determination and makes autonomy the ground 
of morality, despite its merely partial role in human agency and the moral life.535 For 
Niebuhr, R. Melvin Keiser explains, “all things exist in constitutive relatedness, and 
value inheres in that relatedness.”536 Because all things are related through their 
participation in the web of being, all things are good. As Keiser puts it, “For Niebuhr, this 
holiness [of every being] does not inhere in a solitary self – as in the liberal tradition of 
atomic individuals having inherent rights – but exists in relationship to God. Every being 
is holy because each exists in relation to everything else.”537 I should note, here that 
Niebuhr’s God, in the words of Keiser, “rather than an ideal individual outside the world, 
is pervasive being in the world present in inherent relatedness to all creatures, and … the 
                                                 
534 Ibid., 156. Arpaly also argues along these lines, against those “who believe that people are only 
directly morally responsible for autonomous actions” (Unprincipled Virtue, 138). 
535 Once again, Luke Bretherton is instructive on this point: liberal democracies, on his view, 
“have made an end in and of themselves and their common lives are based on objects of love – notably, 
individual and collective self-fulfillment and autonomy” (Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The 
Conditions and Possibilities of Faithful Witness [Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010], 135). The 
Church, however, by promoting rightly ordered loves, can influence policies that uphold common goods, 
which “are not simply the aggregation of individual self-interests but goods in which the flourishing of 
each is dependent on the flourishing of all” (ibid., 217). 
536 R. Melvin Keiser, Roots of Relational Ethics: Responsibility in Origin and Maturity in H. 
Richard Niebuhr, American Academy of Religion: Reflection and Theory in the Study of Religion 09 
(Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1996), 54. 
537 Ibid. 
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self is absolutely dependent for its existence upon God who acts continually upon us 
towards our ongoing transformation and integration.”538  
  Niebuhr writes that when one appreciates the Absolute Being that is immanent in 
the world and is the ground of all being, 
[One] shall understand and see that, whatever is, is good, affirmed by the power 
of being, supported by it, intended to be, good in relation to the ultimate center, 
no matter how unrighteous it is in relation to finite companions. And now all 
[one’s] relative evaluations will be subjected to the continuing and great 
correction. They will be made to fit into a total process producing good.539 
  
When we understand ourselves to be related to others (and constituted by others) in a 
universal community, our actions will reflect a desire to make our relationships right and 
good – i.e. we will engage in actions that “fit,” as it were, the continuous process of 
seeking good.  
As I take it, the Niebuhrian (and Augustinian) emphasis on self-integration is 
ingredient to this “ethics of the fitting.”540 Both thinkers maintain a part/whole 
perspective that values individual elements in their distinct particularities, and this 
includes their particular relation and contribution to the broader whole. Recall that 
Augustine argues that, on an internal level, the human intellect, affect, and will – each 
critical to human selfhood – must be brought into alignment if one is to participate in 
                                                 
538 Ibid., 41. 
539 Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, 124. 
540 Importantly, self-integration should not be understood as an independent centering or 
autonomous unification of the self. As Peter J. Hampson and Johannes Hoff remind us in “Whose Self? 
Which Unification? Augustine’s Anthropology and the Psychology-Theology Debate” (New Blackfriars, 
2010), “Our desire for our true home in God, the source and end of love, is not a desire or a search for 
personal integration, wholeness, or harmonious interpersonal interactions. To be sure, I am called to turn 
myself to the (‘innermost’) integrating centre of myself, but this centre is at once infinitely superior to and 
beyond ‘myself’ and in this sense is ‘ecstatic’ (decentered)” (559).  
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loving communion with God and neighbor; and he affirms the inherent goodness of all 
creatures, each of which contributes in a particular way to the goodness of the universal 
whole. Niebuhr holds a similar outlook. Keiser notes that while Niebuhr recognizes the 
value of both the Absolute and creation, he advocates different types of reverence for 
each. “The different reverencing,” Keiser writes, “is in relating differently to whole and 
part. He does oppose the reverencing of any part as if it were the whole … because this 
circumscribes the realm of being, all of which is valuable, and excludes and thus 
subordinates various parts; reverencing the whole involves reverencing all its creaturely 
parts.”541 As Gustafson explains, by keeping this distinctive particularity of each 
individual at the forefront of his ethics, Niebuhr “can affirm that first, each thing is good 
in its particularity, and secondly, that all things are good in relationship to each other.”542  
Clearly, Niebuhr echoes Augustine on this point. By bringing individual parts into 
the proper relation to one another and the larger whole, we contribute to the order and 
beauty of the whole (as well as of each individual part). As I have argued, when we 
esteem too much a particular element of a larger whole, we fail to value the particular 
element in its distinctiveness by distorting the ways in which it is actually valuable, but 
we also denigrate the value of the whole. This is true for the authenticity of personal 
characteristics, as well as for interpersonal relationships and public activity – rationality, 
autonomy and sexuality come readily to mind as characteristics that often are over-or-
undervalued in the former sphere, while the contingencies and finitude of human 
                                                 
541 Keiser, Roots of Relational Ethics, 53. 
542 Gustafson, introduction to The Responsible Self, 30. 
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existence are identity-constitutive features that often, and problematically, are ignored in 
the latter. On these accounts, then, it is critical that one remain committed to participating 
in the order of the whole. By doing so, one embraces the relational contexts that 
constitute the self, and one is able to act responsibly in light of those contexts; this, in 
turn, means that one can engage with one’s whole self as one seeks to flourish in right 
relationships.  
Recognizing the importance of responding to others with one’s whole self – an 
integrated self – Spear emphasizes that “as vehicles for self-integration, loyalty in 
Niebuhr’s thought and love in Augustine’s are analogous, inasmuch as Niebuhr’s morally 
mature individual, committed and loyal to God as the absolute center of value, mirrors 
Augustine’s understanding of the redeemed individual as one whose love is focused on 
God.”543 For Augustine, love of God (Eternal Being) requires the alignment and 
participation of each facet of the self, and this holistic love will be reflected as we relate 
to our neighbors and seek to engage with them in ways that contribute to the flourishing 
of all being (including those neighbors as particular beings). Similarly, Niebuhr posits 
that allegiance to the Absolute as the ground of all being will enable one to hold together 
one’s multifaceted nature as one is called upon to respond to the plethora of diverse 
actions that one encounters in engagement with other beings.544  
                                                 
543 Spear, “Self-integration,” 5. 
544 Kierkegaard is helpful for understanding this notion of the integrated self as one who is 
committed wholeheartedly to the absolute good. He writes: “The person who wills one thing that is not the 
Good, he does not truly will one thing. It is a delusion, an illusion, a deception, a self-deception that he only 
wills one thing. For in his innermost being he is, he is bound to be, double-minded” (Purity of Heart Is to 
Will One Thing [Radford, VA: Wilder Publications, 2008], 20). Cf. Augustine, Confessions, VIII.8-10. 
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Niebuhr argues, “In this our personal and social manifoldness we have been left 
with a small seed of integrity, a haunting sense of unity and of universal 
responsibility,”545 and we can integrate our responses to the many diverse forces only 
when we acknowledge the immanence of – and our identity-constitutive relationship with 
– “the One beyond all the many.”546 By doing so, we can respond appropriately, with the 
action that best facilitates the flourishing of ourselves and others. Niebuhr thus explains, 
“By that action whereby I am I in all the roles I play, in reaction to all the systems of 
action that impinge upon me, I am in the presence of the One beyond all the many. And 
my response to every particular action takes the form of response also to the One that is 
active in it.”547 
 Importantly, the integrated self on both accounts is one that is “time-full” – one 
that acts in the present, mindful of the past and expectant of the future. On Niebuhr’s 
view, the responsible self, unlike the self as maker or legislator, is a “time-full self,” for 
whom “the past and the future are not the no-longer and the not-yet; they are extensions 
of the present. They are the still-present and the already-present. … The self existing 
always in a now is one that knows itself as having been and as going into existence and 
into encounter.”548 In contrast, the self-making agent is one whose activity depends 
entirely on one’s future aims and present character, while for the self-legislating agent, 
                                                 
545 Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, 139. In my essay, “The Bonds of Common Humanity and the 
Ethics of Killing in War,” I explore Augustine’s thought in a similar vein and argue that Augustine’s claim 
that human beings are “linked together by a common fellowship based on a common nature” (City of God 
XVIII.2), motivates what I call “humanistic intuitions” about what constitutes right action (Journal for 
Peace and Justice Studies 23, no. 1 [Fall 2013]: 3-22). 
546 Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, 123. 
547 Ibid. 
548 Ibid., 93. 
 The Heart of Justice: An Augustinian Ethic of Relational Responsibility 212 
 
 
the moral worth of present actions is unaffected by time or context. Wilson explains that 
“responsibility is distinctively backward and forward looking; moral activity cannot be 
captured with reference to what one did, but must always be characterized in terms of 
how one responded to a prior call, and this in light of future calls for response.”549 For 
this reason, Wilson argues, “memory and hope play vital roles in conditioning what may 
constitute a fitting response.”550  
 Augustine, of course, was a pioneer in exploring the significance of time for our 
moral lives. Beyond his philosophical analysis of time in Book XI of his Confessions, he 
reckons with the effects of time on personal integrity and interpersonal relationships 
throughout his work. When recalling his response to the death of his friend in Book IV of 
Confessions, for example, Augustine acknowledges the emotional transformation that he 
underwent in the period following the tragedy. He writes, “Time never stands still, nor 
does it idly pass without effect upon our feelings or fail to work its wonders on the mind. 
It came and went, day after day, and as it passed it filled me with fresh hope and new 
thoughts to remember.”551 Again, we see the themes of hope and memory, which are part 
and parcel of making sense of past events in an effort develop the means of responding 
well to future circumstances.552  
                                                 
549 Wilson, “The Emotion of Regret,” 97. 
550 Ibid. 
551 Augustine, Confessions, IV.8. 
552 Garry Wills captures this well: “Since the future is unknown and not directly knowable, while 
the present is a fleeting instant that cannot be fixed in order to make it serve as our guide, our future actions 
must be based on what is in the memory, not as isolated terms, unchanging and unconnected, but as chains 
of past consequence whose trajectory can be projected into the future” (Saint Augustine's Memory [New 
York, NY: Viking Penguin, 2002], 14). 
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 We can recognize, then, with Spear, that “the role of memory in Niebuhr’s theory 
of knowledge is also remarkably Augustinian. Memory coupled with revelation functions 
in three ways: it makes our past intelligible; it enables us to remember what we have 
forgotten; and it allows us to appropriate the past and make it present to ourselves in a 
meaningful way.”553 Further, Michael Scanlon explains, “For Augustine, the Incarnation 
meant that the definitive novum had occurred once and for all in the midst of history. 
Now Christian memoria looked forward to its consummation at the end of history. 
Memory becomes anticipation, and the longing of the will for beatitude reaches out in 
hope for the future fulfillment.”554 In that our hearts are restless, seeking the absolute 
good that inheres in our memory, this integration of recollection, hope and present 
response serves to ameliorate, at least partially, the emptiness, loneliness, and constant 
striving that are consequences of our finitude. 
This picture of the responsible self, I would argue, is an intuitively plausible sense 
of agency. Insofar as our values are informed by our culture and its mores, and our 
activity reflects those values, our activity is not confined to a momentary decision or to 
an independently constructed value system. Rather, our moral activity, while a function 
of our own moral agency, is heavily contextual, situated within the relational spheres that 
necessitate, inform, and are affected by our activity; and this is further dependent upon 
the effects of time. In Niebuhr’s words, “There are vaguely defined ways of thinking, 
such as we sometimes call climates of opinion, or spirits of civilization. These also 
                                                 
553 Spear, “Self-integration,” 16. 
554 Michael Scanlon, “Arendt’s Augustine,” in Augustine and Postmodernism: Confession and 
Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2004), 161. 
 The Heart of Justice: An Augustinian Ethic of Relational Responsibility 214 
 
 
exercise dominion over us. Unquestioned, almost inaccessible assumptions in our 
common minds determine how we interpret and how we react.”555 
 Wilson reassures us that Niebuhr’s ethic of responsibility does not do away with 
conceptions of ends and duties but takes them to be crucial pieces of practical reasoning; 
as such, they “are at work throughout the process of responsive interpretation. … What 
this concept of responsibility affirms is that the presence of these elements does not 
define the moral landscape but rather presupposes it. In this sense, responsibility for 
supervenes on responsibility to.”556 In other words, while we should consider moral 
duties and aims in our responsive actions, we are responsible for upholding them only in 
virtue of our prior relationships. Acting in accord with some law or to pursue some good 
is not unconditionally valuable – the value of such laws and aims inheres in their 
fundamentally relational character. (On this view, for example, if there were no relation 
to other beings, statements about human rights or human virtues would be meaningless, 
contrived expressions with no foundation – those concepts make sense only when we 
consider the particular way the other exists in relation to us, e.g. as a fellow human being 
who is part of the universal community.) 
It seems to me that this ethic of responsibility offers a much richer view of human 
selfhood and moral activity than liberal and postmodern accounts, which prize 
autonomous self-determination above all else. On the liberal and postmodern views, 
upholding the right of individuals to pursue their own ends – which includes the human 
                                                 
555 Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, 139. 
556 Wilson, “The Emotion of Regret,” 106. 
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rights that correspond to this – is a primary goal. For Rawls, this is limited by the claims 
of others, and for Rorty, permission to determine one’s own beliefs and sense of self is 
critical to a society that pursues solidarity. While these theories of justice recognize that 
the autonomy of others serves as an important counterpart to one’s own agency, limiting 
one’s freedom while also indicating the equality of human beings, neither account 
recognizes that it is not only the autonomy of others that reinforces one’s own agency. 
Rather, one’s relationships with others – in addition to one’s relationship to others – 
partially constitute one’s own self, and thus provide the framework for one’s moral 
agency. Further, our relationships, on this view, are critical determinants of the way in 
which we ought to use the rights we possess in virtue of being this type of relational, 
autonomous moral agent.  
For example, the focus of Rawls’s theory of justice is on one’s relationship to 
others – i.e. each person’s status as a free, equal and rational being – and thus prizes the 
importance of liberty and human rights, without regard for the ways in which one ought 
to use those rights (beyond acknowledging the limiting force of the rights of others). I 
argue, however, that his is a superficial understanding of rights and moral agency. When 
we understand selfhood to be constituted in part by our relationships, and recognize that 
the rights we possess inhere in virtue of those relationships, we should realize that to use 
rights without considering the effect our actions will have on our relationships is to 
demean the self and to undermine the concept of moral agency. In other words, rights 
must be used responsibly. 
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Insofar as they fail to recognize that responsibility is a necessary counterpart to 
rights, focusing solely on protecting the autonomy of individuals instead of maintaining 
that human beings have a responsibility to use their rights to advance the common good 
(i.e. to pursue right relations), secular theories of justice are relatively thin when 
compared to an Augustinian-inspired account such as mine. This is not to say that the 
liberal emphasis on autonomy and the postmodern emphasis on the fluidity of personal, 
relative “good” are without benefits; the pursuit of justice as protection of equal rights or 
self-determination is a valuable pursuit, indeed. However, the account I am developing 
offers a much richer view of justice, I argue, because its focus on right relationships holds 
human beings to a higher standard of action, by which justice is not solely dependent on 
upholding rights, but is situated within the broader context of relational responsibility. 
5.3 Emotional Responsibility 
 
 Part of the relational responsibility that has been the ongoing subject of this 
dissertation is the obligation to feel rightly; I have been exploring the moral significance 
of emotions, as well as their role in the pursuit of political and social justice. Clearly, if 
there is a moral duty to feel rightly, it is not one that is generally affirmed. This is 
especially so in liberal political theory, which focuses on autonomy, and, hence, views 
moral duties as inhering only in those areas over which the agent has complete control. (It 
is also denied as obligatory on postmodern views of justice, although for a different 
reason – namely, the rejection of “moral duties” as such.)  
Based on Augustine’s account of rightly ordered loves, however, I have been 
arguing that maintaining appropriate emotions is an integral part of any pursuit of justice. 
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Insofar as justice should affirm human beings in their full dignity, justice cannot lack an 
emotional component. Failure to recognize the moral value of the affective life of human 
beings is a failure to view them in their wholeness and particularity – it is a failure to 
relate to them fully, or, rightly. Robert Solomon captures this well, describing emotions 
as “engagements with the world,” and, further, claiming that they “are evaluative 
judgments.”557 In light of the above account of the responsible self, the importance of 
emotions to political justice becomes clear. 
While our emotions are not necessarily within our immediate sphere of control, 
we are not entirely passive vis-à-vis our emotional responses, either. Insofar as emotions 
evince our values, and our wills select what is valuable to us, our emotions are indicative 
of the activity of our wills.558 By ordering our loves appropriately, we help to ensure that 
the emotions that we feel are right and fitting for a given situation. Augustine puts it like 
this: “The important factor in those emotions is the character of a man’s will. If the will is 
wrongly directed, the emotions will be wrong; if the will is right, the emotions will be not 
only blameless, but praiseworthy;”559 and, as Wilson notes, “when [Augustine] makes the 
claim that the character of one’s will determines the character of one’s emotions … what 
                                                 
557 Robert Solomon, True to Our Feelings: What Our Emotions Are Really Telling Us (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2007), 204. 
558 This line of thinking can be traced to Aristotle, too, and I will draw the link more explicitly 
below. 
559 Augustine, City of God, XIV.6. Again, the rightly-directed will, here, is defined as “love in a 
good sense” (ibid., XIV.7). Note that Kierkegaard picks up on this theme, as well: he writes, “Love, to be 
sure, proceeds from the heart, but let us not in our haste about this forget the eternal truth that love forms 
the heart” (Works of Love, trans. Howard and Edna Hong, harper perennial modern thought ed. [New York, 
NY: Harper Collins Publishers, 2009], 29). 
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he is signaling is not that the emotions obey our wills, but rather that they reflect the 
ordering of our loves.”560 
On this account, then, when we aim to facilitate right relations, our emotional 
responses will be conducive to that end, as well. This, in turn, will enable one’s own self 
to be wholly invested in the endeavor, and will engage and affirm personhood in its 
fullness. Wilson argues: 
For Augustine, the dual quality of emotions, as having both active and passive 
dimensions, is congruent with the overall duality of our experience of the self and 
the will generally. There was no question for Augustine that emotions can elude 
our control. But to acknowledge this did not lead him to dismiss them as morally 
irrelevant, but rather to regard with urgency the habits of reflection and the 
ordering of the will that are necessary for responsibility.561 
 
Insofar as emotions are the product of our willing and loving, and insofar as they are an 
integral part of our sense of self and our interpretation of given situations, we must 
continually engage in introspection and reevaluation of events to determine whether our 
responses are appropriate. In Wilson’s words, “by locating emotional experiences at the 
confluence of the will and love, Augustine is able to acknowledge that the emotions can 
be intractable while maintaining that we are morally responsible for them.”562 
Augustine, of course, sees the reordering of love as dependent upon the 
intervention of divine grace, so it might seem irrational to hold all human persons 
morally responsible for ensuring that they feel rightly. Indeed, Hampson and Hoff argue 
that this is a critical point for the psychology-theology dialogue, since “it becomes 
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untenable to claim the adequacy of a purely psychological account of spiritual 
transformation.”563 However, modern cognitive-constructivist accounts of emotion echo 
Augustine’s line of thinking and are instructive for a secular worldview.564  
Martha Nussbaum, for example, holds what she calls a “cognitive-evaluative” 
view of emotions, which entails that “emotions always involve thought of an object 
combined with thought of the object’s salience or importance.”565 Emotions, on this 
account, are both self-referring and socially constructed. They are constituted by the 
value one places on an object, but the value one believes an object to have stems from 
one’s culturally influenced perceptions and interpretations of the world, which provide “a 
framework of understanding within which causal and temporal thinking will operate … 
[to] shape the emotions.”566 If this is true, then it is more than just a descriptive account; 
it holds prescriptive implications as well. If our emotions are formed by our evaluations 
of situations, then we have a duty to ensure that the framework that informs those 
evaluations is morally sound. 
Charles Taylor and Paul Lauritzen concur with this argument. Taylor maintains 
that “we can describe our emotions by describing our situation. But this is only so 
because we describe our situation in its significance for us.”567 On his view, human 
beings experience emotions in response to their own articulation of the significance of 
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their situations. For Taylor, a human being’s “emotional life incorporates a sense of what 
is really important to him.”568 Lauritzen, likewise, recognizes “how important our 
understanding of ourself and our world is to our emotional life.”569 For Lauritzen, self-
understanding, which is informed by cultural norms and social practices, is the medium 
through which we interpret and evaluate situations, and, therefore, it plays an integral role 
in the formulation of our emotions. On his view, “self understanding embodies those 
beliefs about the self and the world that give substance and coherence to our emotional 
lives.”570 
These accounts not only describe the origins and content of emotions; they also 
provide a way in which emotions can (and, I argue, should) be cultivated and 
transformed. On Nussbaum’s view, emotions are constituted by the judgments we make 
about our world, so they “may lie very deep in the personality, and be settled parts of our 
sense of self.”571 Insofar as they are informed by our judgments, however, they can be 
transformed by adjusting those judgments. Nussbaum claims that because the cognitive-
evaluative view “hold[s] that beliefs about what is important and valuable play a central 
role in emotions, we can readily see how those beliefs can be powerfully shaped by social 
norms as well as by an individual history; and we can also see how changing social 
norms can change emotional life.”572 For Nussbaum, “the cognitive-evaluative view 
implies that emotional content is itself part of a creature’s pursuit of flourishing. Given 
                                                 
568 Ibid., 74. 
569 Paul Lauritzen, Religious Belief and Emotional Transformation: A Light in the Heart 
(Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell UP/ Associated UP, 1992), 89. 
570 Ibid., 106. 
571 Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, 148. 
572 Ibid., 142. 
 Chapter 5: Right Relations and an Ethic of Responsibility 221 
 
the fact that human beings deliberate ethically about how to live, it implies that emotions 
are part and parcel of ethical deliberation.”573 In other words, when we change our 
framework of interpretation, our emotional responses will change as well; by recognizing 
what is good and adjusting our evaluations accordingly, we can ensure that we feel 
appropriately in a given situation. 
Taylor’s argument picks up this line of thinking and incorporates the 
understanding that a morally good person will recognize the significance of each fellow 
human being, and will adhere to “the injunction that [she] should respect him as a 
person.”574 Since emotions are constituted by the articulation of such significance, it 
seems that on this account, any emotion that does not come from the recognition of the 
value of one’s fellow human beings is malformed. Taylor maintains that “although 
[attempted articulations] are constitutive of our feelings, these cannot just be shaped at 
will by the account we offer of them. … There is a getting it right and getting it wrong in 
this domain.”575 In other words, there is a basic underlying morality that informs the 
emotions one ought to have concerning different types of experiences. As Taylor writes, 
“the feeling is what it is in virtue of the sense of the situation it incorporates,” so if a 
person’s sense of a given situation is morally sound, then the emotions it informs will be 
morally sound as well; if not, the situation ought to be reevaluated and rearticulated.576 
In a similar vein, Lauritzen maintains that “if emotions are in fact interpretations 
of experience governed by social norms, and if … they have their place in a web of belief 
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and judgment about the world, then they can be radically transformed in the face of 
revised assumptions about self and world.”577 Thus, for Lauritzen, emotional 
transformation occurs when one changes one’s sense of self and interpretation of the 
world. He writes: “change self understanding, and the possibility of a tremendous 
emotional transformation is generated.”578 
For Augustine, of course, this change in self-understanding involves embracing 
the contingencies of our relationships. When we understand ourselves as creatures of 
God, “linked together by a common fellowship based on a common nature,”579 our 
emotional responses will enable an engagement with the world that facilitates right 
relations. Emotions, then, need not be excluded from considerations of justice, insofar as 
they are ingredient to our responses toward events and we are capable of intentionally 
transforming our emotional lives. Further, without admitting the importance of emotions 
to the pursuit of justice, theories of justice cannot uphold the full dignity or personhood 
of human beings; moral agency is reduced to a shallow concept that does not correspond 
to the richness of human life.580 While it is clearly impossible to coerce people into acting 
with the right feeling, it is important to teach them that moral agency is dependent not 
only on one’s autonomy, but on one’s relational and affective life as well. As Arpaly 
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observes, “phrasing questions in terms of the agent’s autonomy instead of her moral 
responsibility serves not to clarify, but to further obscure, the already difficult question of 
her moral responsibility.”581 
When examining liberal accounts of justice such as Rawls’s (or Okin’s), we can 
see the importance of maintaining this affective, relational perspective insofar as those 
accounts do not allow for the engagement or consideration of all facets of the moral life 
in political justice. Without leaving space for the importance of emotional response to 
pursuits of justice, these accounts close off important motivators and interpretive and 
relational tools. As Solomon argues, emotions “essentially involve and require the 
abilities to conceptualize and evaluate and … they often employ these abilities to 
excellent effect;”582 and Nancy Sherman, when discussing habituation of character in 
Aristotle, goes further with this line of thinking to argue that “emotions shape and colour 
how and what we see just as what we see refines and shapes how and what we feel. The 
capacities and functions are deeply intertwined.”583 In other words, our emotional 
responses are important signifiers of our values and, as such, help us to interpret our 
circumstances and respond appropriately, while simultaneously being honed to fit a given 
context by our interpretations. An account of emotions is thus critical to any theory of 
justice, insofar as our understanding of justice and our interpretation of the just action for 
given situations will both affect and be affected by our emotional lives.  
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Insofar as Rawls’s conceptions of the original position and the use of public 
reasons, for example, require people to approach moral considerations neutrally and 
impersonally, his approach forces us to view justice only from the vantage point of the 
objective present, rather than as selves who have the advantage of integrating past 
experiences and future expectations. Okin, too, emphasizes discrete moments of justice in 
the possession of (and ability to use) rights, rather than a holistic, “time-full” view that 
both advocates for equal rights and encourages people to use those rights responsibly – to 
use them in accord with the appropriate emotions and other responses that will come 
from seeking right relations. Because these accounts either jettison emotional life from 
moral consideration insofar as it is partly passive, or neglect the relational component of 
selfhood that informs emotions and the activities that will advance justice, these accounts 
advocate a superficial understanding of what justice entails. 
 Vacek is instructive on this point. Recall his claim: 
A disordered emotional life usually attends to something true, but only partially 
true. These value-mistakes lead to distortion and cause harm. It is not true that 
emotions are neither right nor wrong. When we inadequately value reality, reality 
will, in the long run, resist our false valuations, just as it resists our false 
perceptions and intellections. Sincerity is not a substitute for rightness.584 
 
Advocating a view of justice that attends solely to personal rights, then, values autonomy 
too strongly, to the neglect of the relational and affective facets of the self. In doing so, 
one distorts the concept of justice into the superficial notion of personal entitlement and a 
false sense of absolute autonomy, rather than the much more robust concept of 
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responsibility and right relations, which demands the participation and valuation of 
persons in their full dignity (and contingency).  
Rather than focusing on the passive quality of immediate emotional responses and 
denying the emotions a role beyond instrumental in the pursuit of justice, as most theories 
of justice are wont to do, this Augustinian ethic of responsibility maintains that emotions 
are an integral part of our moral agency. As Wilson argues, 
[This account] obliges us to engage in an ongoing reflective and interpretive 
practice that seeks both understanding and interpersonal communion. In marked 
contrast to the instrumental value afforded to emotionality and interpretation in 
teleological and deontological theories, self-reflection and affective investment 
are in themselves moral activities in an ethics of response.585 
 
5.4 Summary 
 
The dialogue offered in this chapter between my Augustinian Catholic account 
and liberal and postmodern views of justice concludes the development of my project in 
this dissertation. Engaging in this dialogue has highlighted the points of agreement as 
well as contention among these views, carving out a space for an Augustinian ethic of 
right relations in the process.  
I demonstrated that insofar as this Augustinian-inspired account advocates a fluid, 
relational ethic that bears a resemblance to Rorty’s and is compatible with Rawls’s, there 
is room for dialogue between their views and a view, such as mine, that depends upon its 
conception of absolute truth. Further, the relationship between justice and love that this 
account presupposes is actually more effective for facilitating right order and solidarity – 
the political goals of Rawls and Rorty – than either the liberal or postmodern account. 
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Using the view of selfhood posited by H. Richard Niebuhr, I argued that understanding 
the self relationally motivates a more robust understanding of justice that incorporates the 
import granted to autonomy, agency and self-determination by Rawls and Rorty, but 
enriches these concepts by maintaining the corresponding necessity of responsibility in 
moral activity. Beyond this, I argued that emotional activity is an integral part of 
selfhood, and, hence, it is integral to moral responsibility and the pursuit of justice.  
It should be apparent by now that this account is an important counterpart to 
liberal and postmodern views of justice, as its emphases on moral psychology, 
relationality and responsibility form a more holistic and fulfilling view of justice. It is my 
contention that this ethic of right relations will enable human beings to approach political 
activity with a perspectival balance between concern with rights, responsibilities and the 
common good; without such balance (as in Rawls and Rorty), justice cannot be promoted 
because it will neglect certain identity-constitutive facets of human beings and will not go 
all the way down. By maintaining such balance, on the other hand, all identity-
constitutive facets of human personality are engaged and able to flourish, and justice can 
be made immanent.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion – “Hold Fast to the Truth, and Live Justly”586 
 
Throughout this dissertation, I have been arguing that practicing justice in 
political life requires more than simply pursuing equal rights or implementing policies 
that uphold individual autonomy. Insofar as contemporary thinking on justice fails to 
acknowledge this, it is impoverished. If justice is to be authentic (and if it is to facilitate 
peace), our political activity must be performed with the right internal motivations. 
Augustine’s account, developed through Catholic social teaching, offers what I 
take to be an important complement to contemporary theories of justice – its emphasis on 
rightly ordered loves and right relations as the means and end of justice maintains the 
necessity of both embodying the virtue of justice and expressing that virtue through 
interpersonal activity and political institutions. Augustine’s view, I argue, upholds 
autonomy and equality, but provides a more nuanced (and authentic) account of what 
those concepts entail; it thus goes beyond superficial conceptions of rights and freedoms 
to call for the holistic engagement of the self in pursuits of justice. By focusing on the 
moral psychology of love and justice, and the interpersonal, contingent aspects of 
selfhood and the moral life, Augustine’s account serves as a much needed corrective to 
contemporary notions of justice.  
Those who subscribe to the popular moral sensibilities of the day resist claims 
that condemn the self-determining choices made by themselves or others. Justice, for 
them, has been denigrated to an anemic conception of equal rights, combined with the 
increasing expectation that, beyond simply permitting individuals to make their own 
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choices, everyone else ought to support those decisions.587 On this view, we are to accept 
the choices of individuals as best or good “for them,” and we are to give people every 
opportunity to define and redefine themselves, and this is considered justice.  
As I have argued, however, such a limited view of human creativity and 
expression is not just. It is when each facet of a person contributes to the good of the 
whole that we can be said to flourish. When a person values one part of herself (e.g. her 
autonomy) to the extent that it subsumes her identity, she obscures her true dignity and 
affirms only a partial and dissatisfying sense of self. This partial valuation also inhibits 
appropriate response to others, since the self is not fully engaged. Only when we ground 
ourselves in relation to all being are we truly free to be ourselves and to love ourselves 
and others in all of our dependent and finite dignity. Responding appropriately to others – 
i.e. facilitating justice as right relations – involves loving others enough to recognize and 
oppose disorder (in ourselves and others), while embracing the other wherever she is on 
her journey. We cannot celebrate each self-determining choice a person makes if we are 
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means with which to make sense of the imperfections of life. Rightly ordered loves motivate us to pursue 
justice that goes deeper than rights because it affirms that we participate in our full dignity only when we 
engage in right relationships. 
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to love her and uphold her dignity, but neither can we arrogantly condemn that person. 
Without this love that refuses to acquiesce to the disordered desires of ourselves and our 
neighbors, we will fail in our pursuit of justice. 
I should emphasize, too, that the finitude and contingency of human life is not 
simply premised upon theological convictions – it is also experiential. These 
characteristics of human nature (or, the human experience) cannot be denied. The 
contested piece of this argument concerns, rather, the claim that these features of human 
life are morally relevant. It seems clear to me that incorporating these attributes into our 
moral thinking enables us to ground our pursuit of justice, as right relations, in ways that 
a more individualistic, radically autonomous conception of morality and agency makes 
difficult, if not impossible. The awareness of these qualities gives us a framework from 
within which to determine appropriate moral activity that resonates with our experience 
of human life. We can uphold human dignity (in ourselves and others) by responding to 
circumstances in light of our interdependency and our embodied finitude. The worldview 
that locates justice in the expression of rightly ordered loves resists false perceptions of 
reality, and thus enables free and authentic engagement with the world, which facilitates 
right relations.  
6.1 Summary 
 
This dissertation has explicated an Augustinian account of justice as 
interdependent with love, with the aim of demonstrating this account’s contribution to 
justice discourse. The justice advocated by liberal and postmodern thinkers – which, I 
argue, is reflected in the popular moral sensibilities that are by-products of these lines of 
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thinking – cannot be successful in achieving real justice (even conceived on its own terms 
of solidarity and equality) because it removes the foundation of justice, while demanding 
the results. As I put it earlier, talk of justice that lacks a foundation of truth and love is 
shortsighted and superficial – shortsighted because it tends to focus on the protection of 
individual rights without understanding the corresponding necessity of pursuing right 
relationships, superficial because it demands the external appearance of equality without 
regard for internal commitments and motivations. By emphasizing moral psychology and 
relational responsibility in the pursuit of justice, my account has much to offer the 
impoverished conceptions of justice that focus too much on individual autonomy and 
self-determination.  
I have argued throughout this dissertation that justice must be pursued with the 
appropriate motivations, and activity must consider and engage the whole person if it is 
to be authentically just and liberating. Justice has a much broader scope than the 
possession of equal rights – it must aim to achieve right relations. Augustine’s view of 
justice as maintaining rightly ordered loves, and its corresponding expression in the 
pursuit of right relations, thus provides an important framework for thinking through 
justice issues. The following is a summary of my argument: 
 I began by discussing liberal and postmodern views on the relationship between 
love and justice, as it applies to political and social relations. Because I understand 
popular morality today to be based on a combination of these views (insofar as there is a 
pervasive mindset that holds equal human rights as the highest value but denies that there 
is a transcendent good that can make particular values valuable), examining the accounts 
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of prominent liberal and postmodern thinkers illuminated the reasons that these accounts 
are individually impoverished and jointly inconsistent.  
 Consideration of Rawls (and Okin) emphasized that although the Rawlsian 
account of justice is grounded on an understanding of human beings as free, equal, 
rational and social, reluctance to incorporate the affectivity and relationality (in addition 
to sociality) of human beings into the realm of justice is problematic. The affective 
component of human beings is a profound motivator for personal action and an important 
aspect of virtue, as Rawls acknowledges, but it also plays a constitutive role in achieving 
interpersonal and institutional justice. Further, the relationality of human beings demands 
a more nuanced account of human selfhood than Rawls admits, since it implies that 
agency is contingent and responsibility is constitutive of human dignity. Insofar as Rawls 
ignores the importance of the affect and relational responsibility to the justice of human 
interactions, his account of selfhood, virtue, and, consequently, social justice itself is 
untenable. 
 Rorty, my postmodern interlocutor, does view emotion as an important motivating 
force for human beings – this is especially evident in his argument for “agents of love.” 
However, by describing the self as reducible to a web of beliefs, Rorty limits his 
contribution to the discussion of justice since he cannot assign agency to human beings, 
which, in turn, means that his concepts of love and justice are incoherent. Insofar as 
Rorty denies the existence of a self beyond a “web” and rejects the existence of a 
transcendent good, he cannot claim to evaluate the actions of agents of love and justice 
on moral grounds. His account holds an impoverished view of human nature that inhibits 
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the achievement of his own goal of solidarity (and, in fact, cannot allow for the 
recommendation of such a goal). As I acknowledged, while recognizing the importance 
of love as a motivator for just activity is insightful on Rorty’s part, love and justice 
cannot function as he describes them apart from a more holistic account of selfhood that 
includes the rational and relational facets, as well. 
 Thus, chapter one identified the features of liberalism and postmodernism that 
offer insights for the just political life, while revealing those areas that are impoverished. 
In Rawls, we saw the importance of upholding the autonomous, rational and social nature 
of human beings to advance a society that affirms those elements of their nature; and in 
Rorty, we saw the importance of incorporating affective considerations in the pursuit of 
justice (as inclusivity and solidarity). However, Rawls fails to account for the affective 
and relational components of human beings, and their constitutive role in human 
selfhood, as well as the way in which these fall within the moral realm; and Rorty’s 
failure to posit a coherent conception of selfhood and agency renders his view 
inapplicable to political life in any meaningful way. Liberalism and postmodernism, then, 
offer important ways of thinking about justice, but the impoverished notions of selfhood 
they advocate undermine their own visions. 
 Chapter one, I hope, made it clear that Rawls’s liberalism cannot succeed in 
maintaining a just social order because it fails to address internal right order and 
relational responsibility; and Rorty’s postmodern pragmatism, too, cannot recommend 
his claims regarding justice, tolerance, and solidarity. As I argued, each of these accounts 
focuses too much on justice as a social or political construct, without considering justice 
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as a virtue, which would necessitate a more robust account of human nature. Thus, there 
is a need for an account of justice that is premised on a more nuanced and holistic view of 
selfhood and agency, and incorporates, but significantly builds upon, the aims of fairness 
and solidarity.  
 In chapter two, I explored Augustine’s conception of human personhood, in light 
of his views of grace and the human telos (which is love).588 On Augustine’s view, 
human beings are rational, volitional, affective, and relational creatures, and their 
flourishing depends on the engagement of each of these facets as they pursue right 
relations between God, self, others and creation. Because justice is the virtue that 
develops and maintains order (both internally and externally), it is only when each 
element of the self is fully and properly contributing to a person’s actions that one is able 
to participate in right relations and to establish a society of justice and peace. 
 Chapter two also explicated the conception of love upon which my account rests. 
Love, on this view, operates as an integrating force – as I argued, insofar as love 
motivates one to seek and commit to what is true and good, to feel appropriately about 
given circumstances, and to relate to others, self, and God in a mutually-edifying manner, 
love is the key to our knowing, willing, feeling and relating, as well as to accepting the 
contingencies of our finitude. Given this function, it is critical that love be corroborated 
by the intellect and the will so that one loves what is truly lovable, in the manner in 
which it is to be loved. One must discern continually whether one is loving goods 
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appropriately, or attaching to them excessively or deficiently, and if one is to flourish 
fully, one must take steps to reorder one’s incontinent loves to reflect reality. Importantly, 
God’s grace enables this discernment and reordering to occur, but our own volition 
determines whether we accept this grace or not. 
The final section of chapter two presented Augustine’s account of love and justice 
to explore further the ways in which love is related to justice, conceived both as internal 
order and political order. Augustine’s account of justice and love, I argued, serves to 
unify the two virtues, keeping them distinct, but interdependent: justice is dependent 
upon love for its expression, while a “love” that lacks justice is misguided. As I argued, 
the moral psychology of love leads Augustine to maintain the importance of love to 
justice – insofar as justice depends on love, we must cultivate rightly ordered loves, 
through justice, that enable us to act justly in the political life.  
Chapter three, then, attempted to dispel worries that this account is too internal or 
exclusivist to have any claim to just political activity in contemporary society. I 
addressed the two most problematic obstacles that I see as potentially hindering the 
application of Augustine’s account to political life – namely, his support of 
predestinationism and religious coercion. I argued that these issues are not as harsh as 
they might seem at first glance; and, further, Augustine need not stay committed to these 
views to remain true to his broader theology. Importantly, Augustine does not dismiss 
secular virtue – indeed, he recognizes its benefits and its compatibility with Christian 
virtue in seeking peace. Rather, his refusal to admit it as true virtue is a function of his 
recognition that secular virtue will fail to facilitate holistic justice insofar as it is 
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fundamentally disordered – the justice brought about from secular virtue cannot avoid 
superficiality. Beyond this, I argued, Augustine’s view can be reconstructed to include 
every person in God’s universal salvific will, which implies that every person has the 
potential to develop virtue.  
Because Augustine understands Christian virtue to be the only means of achieving 
justice in society, it is hardly surprising that he accepts some coercive measures in 
converting people to Christianity so that they can cultivate true virtue. However, on his 
view, coercion simply should expose people to the truth to encourage their voluntary 
internal transformation, and it must be used only in ways that are likely to generate this 
transformation. Thus, Augustine limits the acceptable use of coercion in important ways: 
(1) coercion must be done out of love for the other and a desire to see the other flourish; 
(2) it must actually lead to the other’s flourishing; (3) it is only acceptable in the context 
of certain relationships, wherein some level of coercion is already expected; (4) the 
means of coercion must not be excessively cruel or violate certain human rights, such as 
the right to bodily integrity; and (5) coercion must be tailored to lead a particular other to 
flourishing (general coercive measures are not likely to be effective, and thus, ought not 
to be used). Because of these limits, I argued, Augustine’s view of religious coercion is 
not incompatible with our own justifications for coercion today. 
In this chapter, too, I reckoned with Arendt’s critique of Augustine and her 
rejection of love from the political realm. Insofar as Augustine’s view of justice is 
premised on love, the success of such a critique would invalidate my account. I argued, 
however, that Arendt misreads Augustine’s view of love, ignoring the relational, iconic 
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perspective that enables him to engage with the other in the fullness of particularity. 
Beyond this, Arendt’s own view of political activity is limited by the narcissism and 
interiority of which she is so wary. It is Augustine’s view of justice as rightly ordered 
loves and right relations that most effectively promotes true freedom, generativity and 
self-integration.  
After demonstrating that Augustine’s account is not opposed to liberal-democratic 
politics, I moved in chapter four to show that it, in fact, provides a positive contribution 
to contemporary justice thinking. Working through Elshtain’s and Gregory’s 
complementary accounts of love in political institutions and interpersonal justice, I 
argued that these Augustinian-liberal accounts hold a more holistic, integrated view of 
selfhood and human dignity that depends not only on rational agency but on relational 
contingencies, as well. By maintaining a moral-psychological approach to considerations 
of justice, these accounts broaden the scope of justice and affirm the importance of 
affective and relational responsibility in its pursuit. 
With this foundation in place, I explored the development of Catholic social 
teaching and the ways in which it is informed by Augustine’s theology of rightly ordered 
loves and right relations. Catholic social teaching offers what I take to be the most cogent 
contemporary expression of this Augustinian ethic, insofar as its emphasis on dignity, 
rights and the common good – all of which confer and denote responsibilities to the 
human person – accounts for the progress in human relations over time, while remaining 
true to its core view that human beings are rational, affective, volitional, relational 
creatures who are called to love. As I argued, the ethic that emerges is built upon an 
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awareness of affective and relational responsibilities, which, along with the possession of 
rights, constitute human dignity; and this creates space for holistic, generative, responsive 
actions that facilitate justice by incorporating considerations of the whole person and 
affirming the importance of each person’s activity in the domain of justice.  
Recasting Augustine’s own arguments in light of contemporary Augustinian 
accounts of political justice illuminated some of the nuances in the concept of right 
relations and illustrated the way in which this Catholic doctrine applies to the secular 
population. I demonstrated in chapter four that the key insights of Augustine’s theology – 
i.e. the importance of rightly ordered loves and right relations to justice – can be brought 
to bear in contemporary political activity. 
Finally, in chapter five, I concluded my argument by putting this Augustinian 
Catholic account in dialogue with other contemporary perspectives of justice. I presented 
three problematic areas of dissention between my own view and liberal and postmodern 
views of justice, and I argued that my position enables me to respond well to these other 
accounts – satisfying their critiques, incorporating their insights, and contributing 
important ways of thinking that deepen the understanding of justice.  
I first addressed the question of whether this ancient Catholic doctrine can be 
relevant to and admissible in contemporary ethical discourse. Using Augustine’s account 
of Scriptural interpretation, which, I argued, is a precursor to Catholic social teaching’s 
stance on reading the signs of the times, I demonstrated that an Augustinian political 
account that is based in the doctrine of rightly ordered loves must be aware of the 
historicity and cultural-contingency of its ethics, and cannot remain intransigent 
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concerning its ethical positions. On this view, there is an eternal law from which all 
ethical norms derive, but the disconnect between the temporal and the eternal prevents 
human beings from knowing with certainty that their interpretation of this truth is correct. 
Thus, in our liberal-democratic, pluralistic society, we should recognize that varying 
interpretations of the law are acceptable, provided that they affirm rightly ordered loves 
and right relations. 
The second issue I addressed concerned the ways in which right relations could be 
pursued in political activity, and, further, whether responsibility really is a necessary 
counterpart to human rights. In this section, I explored H. Richard Niebuhr’s responsible 
self and its parallels with Augustine’s view of selfhood and right relations. I argued that 
relationships are ingredient to selfhood, and thus provide the framework for moral agency 
by necessitating responsible discernment about the ways in which human beings ought to 
use rights in light of their common dignity. Insofar as contemporary thinking on justice 
fails to reflect the relationality of human beings, the actions it deems to be just fall short 
of the mark. This Augustinian-inspired account is much richer, I argued, because its focus 
on right relationships holds human beings to a higher standard of action, in which justice 
is not solely dependent on upholding rights, but is situated within the broader context of 
relational responsibility.  
This evoked consideration of the third issue, which was the general denial of my 
essential claim that one’s internal commitments and emotional life are integral to justice. 
I argued that maintaining a view of justice that focuses on responsibility and right 
relations provides a much more robust conception than accounts that attend solely to 
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personal rights, insofar as the latter are excessively attached to individual autonomy and 
cannot make sense of the contingencies of human life. This excessive attachment is a 
false valuation that distorts the concept of justice into the superficial notion of personal 
entitlement and perpetuates the undervaluation of persons in their full dignity (and 
contingency). By incorporating emotions into considerations of justice, we ensure that 
justice goes all the way down. 
In sum, the accounts of justice advocated from liberal and postmodern 
perspectives are impoverished insofar as they hold a limited view of personhood, and, 
consequently, a limited view of the possibilities of justice. Augustine, by maintaining that 
justice inheres in rightly ordered loves and is expressed in the pursuit of right relations, 
offers a moral-psychological and relational account of justice that is much more nuanced 
and authentically human.  
Thus, Augustine’s account of rightly ordered loves and right relations, developed 
through Catholic social teaching, provides a helpful framework for thinking through 
contemporary justice issues in political activity. By emphasizing the mutually-
constitutive relationship of rights, responsibilities, and the common good, this view offers 
a robust conception of justice and love that calls for the full personhood of human beings 
to be engaged, thereby upholding common dignity and encouraging right relations. The 
account that has emerged thus maintains a dynamic, generative, authentic approach to 
justice, in which justice is grounded in love and truth, but ethical norms are flexible and 
guided by considerations of what is “fitting” for a given circumstance. It should be clear, 
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I hope, that this nuanced account of selfhood and right relations offers an important 
contribution to contemporary justice discourse. 
6.2 Application: Understanding the Fitting Action in Contemporary Political Life 
 
To move this account to a more practical plane, I now want to paint a picture of 
what it might look like to act justly in contemporary political activity, on this view. To 
that end, I will examine the current state of political relations in this country, and I will 
suggest what I take to be the appropriate, or fitting, way of acting for justice in this 
political climate. At the conclusion of this section, the reader should recognize the more 
constructive and dignified responses that this Augustinian account motivates, relative to 
the antagonistic and limited actions perpetuated by current justice thinking. 
There is an old adage that claims, “If you’re young and Republican, you have no 
heart; if you’re old and Democrat, you have no brain.” To me, this trite saying poignantly 
captures the common perception of the major American political parties, and it gets to the 
heart of the animosity between them – namely, a disconnect in the interpretation, 
communication and practical implementation of certain virtues, particularly justice and 
love.  
It is often thought that justice and love occupy two separate spheres. Samuel 
Levine, for example, emphasizes the intuitiveness of “attributes such as kindness, 
compassion, love, and peacefulness, while understanding justice in terms of more 
exacting principles, such as strict adherence to truth and objective logic.”589 In other 
                                                 
589 Samuel J. Levine, “Symposium: The Jurisprudential Legacy of John Paul II: Looking Beyond 
the Mercy/Justice Dichotomy: Reflections on the Complementary Roles of Mercy and Justice in Jewish 
Law and Tradition,” Journal of Catholic Legal Studies 45 (2006): 2. 
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words, justice is a virtue of the mind; love is a virtue of the heart. While most people 
would acknowledge the importance of both, reconciling them can be problematic. After 
all, it is thought, how can “truth and objective logic” ever yield to the flexible 
intuitiveness of love if they are to maintain their integrity? I hope it is clear by now that 
the perceived dichotomy of these virtues is ill-founded; love is the foundation and 
motivation of justice, while justice maintains and expresses rightly ordered loves. It is my 
contention that the bifurcation of these virtues lies at the heart of the dissention and 
hostility between political parties.  
As the American people work through the challenges of the current age – from the 
economic recovery and fiscal crisis, to terrorism and dubious wars, to all sorts of (real 
and perceived) identity-based discrimination – this country is becoming increasingly 
divided and acrimonious. Rather than coming together to address these issues, people of 
diverse viewpoints are entrenching the schisms that separate them – retreating further into 
hostility, refusing to compromise, and vilifying each other at every opportunity.  
 With this state of affairs, the question that arises is whether politicians (and those 
engaging in political activity, writ large) ever can be justified in maintaining their 
ideological commitments. The dysfunction that occurs from a refusal to compromise is 
readily apparent;590 however, it is not obvious that we should compromise easily – or at 
all – on our moral commitments. It rather seems that upholding our convictions is part of 
living with integrity, and that we ought to advocate our moral values regardless of the 
                                                 
590 For an insightful critique of current political hostility, see Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. 
Ornstein, It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: How the American Constitutional System Collided with the New 
Politics of Extremism (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2012). 
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political or social consequences. While it would be unwise to conflate specific policies 
with general moral values, the policies one supports do stem from one’s broader 
commitments. If a person is convinced that a certain course of action will uphold what 
she believes to be the good, it seems that she would be justified in staunchly refusing any 
other course of action.  
My Augustinian-inspired account is helpful, here. As I have demonstrated, when 
people engage in political life with rightly ordered loves, virtues such as humility, 
compassion and justice should motivate pursuit of the common good and the protection 
of the dignity of all human beings. In light of this, we ought to advocate specific policies 
humbly, with an awareness that other courses of action might do just as well to uphold 
our values – one of which must be to protect the dignity of others, which can only be 
done through maintaining an attitude of humility and respect toward our opposition. In 
the words of Mark Doorley, “The quest for social justice, if centered on Christian 
discipleship, must be rooted in a love of God and of neighbor. Losing sight of this can 
lead to the use of coercive political acts as the way to love our neighbor.”591 
Again, we see evidence of disordered loves in the hostility crippling our political 
system today. People of both parties have become so obsessed with advocating those 
actions that they think will promote the good that they love those actions more than the 
good itself, thereby failing to accept that other paths might seek the same good. As 
Reinhold Niebuhr puts it, “The tendency to equate our political with our Christian 
                                                 
591 Mark Doorley, “The Pursuit of Social Justice: Some Augustinian Sources of Caution,” in 
Augustine and Social Justice, ed. Teresa Delgado, John Doody, and Kim Paffenroth, Augustine in 
Conversation: Tradition and Innovation (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015), 24. 
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convictions causes politics to generate idolatry;”592 therefore, he adds, “Christians must 
make these hazardous political decisions with full recognition that others equally devoted 
to the common good may arrive at contrary conclusions.”593 
There are, however, some issues on which there can be no compromise – clear 
moral issues in which the value is either upheld or violated – and on these issues, we are 
right to remain persistent. Insofar as we know that something is good when it points to an 
eternal truth and is motivated by love for God and neighbor, the only acceptable issues on 
which to refuse to compromise would be those that do not have alternate actions that 
pursue the same objective value.594  
For example, there are many different possible approaches to policy-making that 
uphold human dignity. However, if one believes that life begins at conception, one cannot 
coherently tolerate abortion because it is, by definition, the intentional taking of innocent 
life – i.e. the dignity of the unborn child is ignored. One cannot at the same time uphold 
the dignity of the unborn child and support its extinction, but one can support the dignity 
of women without permitting women to terminate unwanted pregnancies.595 
                                                 
592 Reinhold Niebuhr, “Christian Faith and Political Controversy,” in Love and Justice: Selections 
from the Shorter Writings of Reinhold Niebuhr, ed. D.B. Robertson (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1957), 59. 
593 Ibid., 60. 
594 Importantly, a valid refusal to compromise will not involve hostility or animosity toward the 
opposition; rather, as I have argued, one always should maintain an attitude of love and solidarity. 
Staunchly advocating certain values does not mean vilifying the opposition; indeed, to do so is to 
undermine the very justice one is attempting to uphold. 
595 Without getting into this argument deeply, it seems to me that the abortion debate would be 
much enriched by considering the relational responsibilities inherent in human rights. The right of the 
mother to bodily integrity should not be opposed to the fetus’s right to life. Instead, we should focus on 
what the appropriate response of a mother is to the fetus who depends on her for life, and, further, what the 
appropriate response of the broader community is to that family. (In this case, to talk of fetuses as having 
responsibilities is rather premature, as it were, given that children have undeveloped agency, however, we 
could consider what their responsibilities would be to their mothers or their communities provided they are 
given the opportunity to actualize their potential moral agency.) I see in many pro-choice arguments the 
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For most problems, however, there are multiple solutions that do not explicitly 
violate one’s ideals, and on these issues, one should humbly and respectfully debate and 
compromise, if the situation requires it. In the words of Niebuhr, 
[Political activity] must be more circumspect than … decisions in America have 
been either on the right or on the left. Nothing is clearer than that ideologically 
consistent political positions have on the whole been refuted by history, while 
healthy nations have preserved freedom and extended justice by various 
pragmatic policies which borrowed from various strategies.596 
 
In that proper love is both affective and intellectual, and seeks always to uphold 
human dignity, it is incumbent upon us to be both humble and truthful. When one 
believes to know the good, one ought to pursue it wholeheartedly and attempt to lead 
others to it. However, this must be done with an attitude of humility – with love, not 
aggression. Again, as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith advises, Christians 
“must assess their participation in political life so as to be sure that it is marked by a 
coherent responsibility for temporal reality.”597 
Understanding justice as rightly ordered love will help to mitigate the animosity 
between political parties, and it will greatly benefit the American people by leading to 
policies and interpersonal relationships that uphold human dignity. In seeking justice with 
an attitude of humility and charity, we uphold the dignity of all in truth. Objective 
                                                 
failure to consider relational responsibilities in favor of an overvaluation of the autonomous self, insofar as 
they focus excessively on the mother’s “right to choose” and attempt to overcome the contingencies of life. 
On the other hand, many “pro-life” advocates fail to propose policies that support mothers who do carry 
their babies to term. This, too, neglects relational responsibilities and emphasizes individual autonomy in 
problematic ways. Both approaches reflect notions of justice that are distorted by pride and self-interest. 
We must uphold the dignity of parents and children by preventing abortion and also helping to facilitate the 
flourishing of the family post-birth. Again, this involves acting with compassion and a desire to bring about 
right relations. 
596 Niebuhr, “Our Faith and Concrete Political Decisions,” in Love and Justice, 58. 
597 The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Doctrinal Note,” II.3. 
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(temporal) justice does not account for the limits of human conceptions of virtue or the 
contingencies of moral agency, so justice must come from a place of love if it is to 
accomplish its purpose of achieving right relations. Love, however, must never neglect 
justice, but must be the most complete affirmation of justice. John Paul II aptly describes 
this relationship: 
Mercy that is truly Christian is also, in a certain sense, the most perfect 
incarnation of “equality” between people, and therefore also the most 
perfect incarnation of justice as well, insofar as justice aims at the same 
result in its own sphere. However, the equality brought by justice is 
limited to the realm of objective and extrinsic goods, while love and 
mercy bring it about that people meet one another in that value which is 
man himself, with the dignity that is proper to him.598 
  
To return to the opening adage of this section, just political action always ought to 
incorporate both the heart and the mind, both humility and truth. Republicans and 
Democrats ought to embrace this framework and engage in politics with love for their 
neighbors (including their opponents) and an attitude of humility and mercy, even as they 
advance their ideals of justice. 
6.3 Final Thoughts 
 
This Augustinian account, bolstered by Catholic social teaching, offers a robust 
understanding of justice by linking rights, responsibilities and the common good, and 
emphasizing the importance of moral psychology in the pursuit of justice. Our current 
society so desires justice and peace, but because there is no sure framework within which 
to pursue it, the rights sought and attained are used to participate in a culture of injustice, 
                                                 
598 John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia (Rich in Mercy), Vatican Web site, November 30, 1980, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30111980_dives-in-
misericordia_en.html, sec. 14, para. 5 (accessed December 11, 2012). 
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rather than used as instruments for facilitating genuine progress. The attainment of 
equality, while a necessary step for achieving justice, is not its consummation – we must 
pursue justice with the aim of peace through right relations. By advocating a relational 
ethic of responsibility that attends to all identity-constitutive facets of human beings, this 
Augustinian account presents a conception of justice that both points beyond temporal 
goods to an eternal order, and remains flexible and intuitive concerning the way in which 
that eternal order inheres in temporal goods.  
I will close with a powerful, illuminating passage from Caritas in veritate:   
Only a humanism open to the Absolute can guide us in the promotion and 
building of forms of social and civic life — structures, institutions, culture and 
ethos — without exposing us to the risk of becoming ensnared by the fashions of 
the moment. Awareness of God's undying love sustains us in our laborious and 
stimulating work for justice and the development of peoples, amid successes and 
failures, in the ceaseless pursuit of a just ordering of human affairs. God's love 
calls us to move beyond the limited and the ephemeral, it gives us the courage to 
continue seeking and working for the benefit of all, even if this cannot be 
achieved immediately and if what we are able to achieve, alongside political 
authorities and those working in the field of economics, is always less than we 
might wish. God gives us the strength to fight and to suffer for love of the 
common good, because he is our All, our greatest hope.599 
 
This account is of critical importance to the pursuit of justice, then, as it suggests an 
approach that is grounded in love and captures the dignity that a just social order is meant 
to uphold. Justice is not simply the attainment of equal rights; it is the pursuit of right 
relations. 
 
                                                 
599 Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, Encyclical letter on integral human development in charity 
and truth, Vatican Web site, June 29, 2009, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-
in-veritate_en.html, §78. 
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